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Abstract 
 

The prevalence of interpersonal conflict within sport relationships is high (Mellalieu et 

al., 2013) and seems to be posing a threat to effectiveness of coach-athlete interactions. 

However, despite the importance of these working alliances for sport performance and 

wellbeing, only little research efforts have been directed towards interpersonal processes that 

may impair the quality of coach-athlete relationship (e.g., disagreements, dispute). Therefore, 

the purpose of this PhD research project was to develop a fundamental understanding of 

interpersonal conflict between coaches and their athletes. The presented studies built upon a 

scoping review (Wachsmuth, Jowett, & Harwood, 2017) in which an initial conceptual 

framework and a definition of interpersonal conflict within sport relationships was forwarded. 

Thus, based on the available literature interpersonal conflict was defined as “a situation in 

which relationship partners perceive a disagreement about, for example, values, needs, 

opinions, or objectives that is manifested through negative cognitive, affective, and 

behavioural reactions” (p. 87).  

 The first empirical study then explored high performance coaches and athletes’ (N = 

22) perceptions of previous conflict experiences. Through qualitative interviews the data 

offered comprehensive insight into perceived conflict determinants (including external, intra- 

and interpersonal factors), the conflict nature (e.g., topics, characteristics and individuals’ 

immediate responses) and outcomes (e.g., performance, wellbeing), as well as coaches and 

athletes’ strategies to prevent and manage conflict. It became apparent that coaches and 

athletes reacted to conflict either with uncertainty, in a way that promoted conflict escalation 

or in a more constructive, problem-oriented manner. Moreover, coaches and athletes utilized 

intra- and interpersonal conflict management strategies, and further sought out support from 

third parties to cope with and resolve conflict (e.g., family, staff, sport psychologist). 

Participants further experienced immediate and long-term consequences of conflict which 

were perceived as positive, neutral or negative and related to performance, individual 

wellbeing, personal development, as well as to interpersonal relationships. 

 Building upon these first findings, the second study expanded the perspectives of 

coaches and athletes by exploring sport psychology practitioners’ (N = 16) experiences of 

interpersonal conflict within coaching. Overall, this second study focused on the roles and 

approaches sport psychology consultants may take to promote constructive approaches to 

interpersonal conflict. Thus, qualitative interviews revealed a set of skills and characteristics 

sport psychology practitioners deemed essential for coaches and athletes to possess in order to 

cope with and manage conflict constructively. Participants further described six distinct roles 
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and approaches in supporting sport participants’ efforts to prevent and manage conflict, these 

included, for example, the roles of an educator, consultant, counsellor, analyst, facilitator and 

protector. However, the interviewed sport psychology practitioners also acknowledged a 

range of barriers that often stood in the way of optimal service delivery, such as professional 

and ethical challenges (e.g., lacking training, confidentiality) or environmental barriers (e.g., 

role within the organisation, lacking time, lacking access). 

 Subsequently, the final study aimed at developing a psychometric instrument to assess 

the nature of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships. This was deemed important for the 

future development of conflict research within sports but also to support sport practitioners in 

their attempts to analyse and understand coach-athlete conflict. The development of the 

Interpersonal Conflict in Sport Questionnaire (ICSQ) underwent the two stages of 1) item 

development and 2) confirmatory factor analyses (N = 300). As a result of this study a 9-item 

questionnaire was proposed that included the subscales of conflict emotions, cognition and 

behaviours. However, future studies should further improve the quality of the scale, especially 

in regards to the representative assessment of behavioural responses to conflict.  

 In conclusion, the research conducted within this thesis offers a first systematic 

investigation of coach-athlete conflict. It further provides the theoretical and empirical 

impetus necessary to drive future research in the area by offering an evidence-based 

framework of interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete relationships which integrates structural 

(e.g., determinants of conflict) and procedural (e.g., conflict onset and escalation) aspects of 

the phenomenon under study. Moreover, practical implications for coach and athlete 

education are given and recommendations for the practical work of sport psychologists 

provided. Overall, this research suggests that conflict, while generally perceived as negative 

and dysfunctional, may provide sport practitioners with a process that can enhance their 

relationships and facilitates individuals’ personal development. 
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Introduction 

In high level sports where the stakes are high, outcomes unpredictable, and emotions 

heightened, effective communication and appropriate behaviour may become challenging. A 

wealth of anecdotal evidence is available describing situations in which coaches and athletes 

disregarded any behavioural etiquette and let their raging emotions lead them into outbursts of 

conflict. Prominent examples are found in the stories around and of Kevin Pietersen, Alex 

Ferguson, Bernard and John Tomic, Jose Mourinho, or Zlatan Ibrahimovic. Famously, Carlo 

Ancelotti described a situation which was charged of such rage:  

We went out of the Coupe de France on penalties against Evian, and we had 

played really, really badly. I was very angry – so much so that I broke a door. 

I also kicked a box and it landed on Ibrahimovic’s head. He did not react. 

(Ancelotti, 2017; crf. Pilger, 2017) 

Only through the player’s composed reaction, further conflict was avoided. Not so between 

Michael Phelps and Bob Bowman whose “fireworks have been epic at times” and who are 

known for their “screaming matches on the pool deck” (Marbella, 2012). Overall, sport offers 

potential for conflict that can transpire as disagreements about team selection, power struggles 

between teammates or athletes and their coaches, disagreements about training procedures 

(e.g., workload, goals, techniques), performance slumps, administrators’ excessive 

expectations of coaches, or coaches’ interferences in athletes’ personal life (e.g., lifestyle, 

significant others). Given the high risk for severe disagreement or conflict within the sport 

environment and the importance of the coach-athlete relationship as a driver of performance, 

it is surprising how little we know about these interpersonal processes and their potential 

detrimental consequences for athletes, coaches and their interactions. To understand what 

interpersonal conflict is, it is necessary to consider the conflict literature within psychology 

which dates back to the 1940s and Morton Deutsch’s pioneering research in the area.  

A brief history of interpersonal conflict research 

Morton Deutsch’s early work has formed the foundations of modern conflict research 

by describing underlying behavioural strivings of interdependent individuals. In his Theory of 

co-operation and competition (1949a) he presents two distinct social situations in which 

individuals may find themselves when pursuing interdependent goals. Accordingly, Deutsch 

defines a co-operative social situation by the existence of promotively interdependent goals 

which may only be achieved by one individual if another interdependent individual strives 
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towards the same or a similar goal (e.g., individual members of a football team working hard 

to win the league). In contrast, competitive social situations (i.e., conflict) are marked by the 

existence of contriently interdependent goals – that is, one’s goal achievement will interfere 

with another individual’s goal (e.g., the same team members working hard to compete for 

limited playing time). As illustrated in the examples, Deutsch further states that co-operative 

and competitive social situations are more likely to occur coexistent rather than in a pure form 

as individuals usually hold several parallel or hierarchical goals.  

While Deutsch’s work contributed to identifying social situations in which conflict is 

more or less likely to occur based on goal interdependence and as such has significantly 

influenced the conflict literature to date, research has grown rapidly over the last decades. 

Between 1949 and today, conflict has, for example, been examined from a behavioural (e.g., 

Humbad, Donellan, Klump, & Burt, 2011), cognitive (e.g., Fincham & Bradbury, 1987), 

emotional/affective (e.g., Overall, Simpson, & Struthers, 2013), and even neuropsychological 

(e.g., Pronin, 2008) perspective. Researchers have been interested in the dynamics of conflict, 

including its prevention, onset, escalation and management, as well as in the specific 

communication used during these stages (e.g., Overall & McNulty, 2017). Moreover, various 

methodological approaches have been taken to investigate conflict, ranging from 

experimental, lab-based studies (e.g., Deutsch, 1949, 1969) to field research (Recchia, Ross, 

& Vicka, 2010), and including qualitative (Whiting, 2008), quantitative (e.g., Cramer, 2001) 

and mixed-method approaches (Recchia et al., 2010) to data collection. In addition, a range of 

different participants and contexts has been studied; thus, investigations into interpersonal, 

intragroup and intergroup conflict within close relationships (e.g., family, friendship groups), 

business organisations and international relations have created a manifold area of inquiry 

(e.g., Carlson, 1995; Cramer, 2000; Jehn, 1997; Rahim, 2005). Considering this great 

diversity within the field of conflict research, it is not surprising that scholars have been 

challenged to agree upon the very basic - what conflict actually is. Seeking clarification on 

that very matter, Barki and Hartwick (2004) attempted to collate the various 

conceptualizations of conflict that have been used over the past decades and concluded that 

conflict is “a dynamic process that occurs between interdependent parties as they experience 

negative emotional reactions to perceived disagreements and interference with the attainment 

of their goals” (p. 234). This definition formed the very foundation of this PhD. 

Researching interpersonal processes within coach-athlete dyads 

Considering the importance of coach-athlete relationships for sport performance, the 

high risk of conflict within the sport environment and the solid foundations for conflict 
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research laid out by scholars within other domains, it may be assumed that conflict should 

have been well investigated within sports coaching. Indeed, interpersonal processes between 

coaches and athletes have received increasing attention within the sport psychology and 

coaching literature by placing this relationship at the heart of coaching (Jowett, 2017), yet 

conflict has not been among these studied coach-athlete interactions. Instead, coach-athlete 

dyads have been studied considering such interactions as coach and athlete leadership (e.g., 

Arthur, Bastardoz & Eklund, 2017; Chelladurai & Saleh, 1980; Fransen, Vanbeselaere, De 

Cuyper, Vande Broek, & Boen, 2014) or communication (e.g., Culver & Trudel, 2000; Rhind 

& Jowett, 2010, 2012; Sagar & Jowett, 2012), as well as in regards to expectations and roles 

(e.g., Becker, 2009; Jowett & Carpenter, 2015). This research further covered various types of 

relationships (e.g., Jowett & Meek, 2000; Jowett & Timson-Katchis, 2005; O’Malley, Winter, 

& Holder, 2017; Tomlinson & Yorganci, 1997) within elite (Jowett & Cockerill, 2003; 

Antonini-Philippe & Seiler, 2006), sub-elite and youth sports (e.g., Smith & Smoll, 1990). 

Collectively, the conducted research emphasizes the significance of trusting, respectful, 

committed and collaborative relationships. While ultimately pursuing constant improvement 

and sporting success, these high-quality relationships are thought to contribute to individuals’ 

wellbeing, satisfaction and personal development (Jowett, 2017). On the other hand, low 

quality coach-athlete relationships which lack trust, respect and open communication but are 

marked by controlling or even abusive coaching behaviours have been linked to increased 

experiences interpersonal difficulties and may severely impede athletes’ psychological and 

physical health (e.g., Jowett, 2003, 2009; Shanmugam, Jowett, & Mayer, 2013,2014; Stirling 

& Kerr, 2008, 2009). Considering these detrimental consequences, more concerted research 

efforts are needed to understand the reasons for and specific dynamics of these negative 

interpersonal interactions. Initial research on controlling or abusive behaviours (e.g., 

Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, & Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2009; Stirling, 2013) has focused on 

inappropriate coach conduct, however, little is known about coaches and athletes’ 

(potentially) daily experiences of interpersonal conflict. In contrast to controlling or abusive 

behaviours, however, interpersonal conflict seems be inevitable in any relationship and 

therefore should be consider a high priority topic within coaching research.  
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The purpose and structure of this thesis 

Overall, this PhD research project aimed to develop a comprehensive understanding of 

interpersonal conflict within the context of coach-athlete relationship by investigating: 

• Sources and determinants of interpersonal conflict within sport relationships in 

high performance environments 

• Characteristics and processes of interpersonal conflict between elite coaches 

and athletes  

• Approaches to preventing, coping with and managing coach-athlete conflict 

• Immediate and long-term consequences of conflict. 

In line with these objectives, this thesis is divided into six individual chapters. At first, an 

introduction into the general conflict literature as well as a critical review of the sports 

literature on conflict is provided. Subsequently, chapter two briefly outlines the philosophical 

and methodological assumptions that underpin the empirical studies presented within chapters 

III, IV and V. Next, chapter three contains a qualitative study investigating high performance 

coaches and athletes’ experiences of interpersonal conflict and its management, while chapter 

four explores sport psychologists’ attitude and approaches towards effectively preventing and 

managing coach-athlete conflict. Based on this research, chapter five describes a study aiming 

to validate a psychometric instrument to assess the nature of coach-athlete conflict. Finally, a 

general conclusion of the empirical studies embedded within the initially introduced literature 

is provided within chapter six, this general discussion covers implications for research and 

practice as well as limitations to the presented studies and future research avenues.
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Literature Review 
 

Within this chapter I will briefly introduce interpersonal conflict from a social and 

organisational psychology perspective (e.g., at work or with family members or friends). 

Within this first part the emphasis will be on the nature and dynamics of conflict as well as 

conflict management rather than on the more context-specific structural aspects or conflict 

outcomes. Next, a scoping review on conflict within sport relationships will be presented 

which has been published within the International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology 

(Wachsmuth, Jowett, & Harwood, 2017). This review includes structural aspects (e.g., 

determinants of conflict), conflict prevention and management, as well as conflict outcomes. 

Taking the completion date of the published manuscript into account, please note, that any 

sport literature that has been published on the topic of conflict after April 2016, will be 

introduced within the later chapters (chapter III, IV, V, IV) of this thesis. 
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1.1. A brief Introduction: Considering Conflict Dynamics from a Social and 

Organisational Psychology Perspective. 

As early as 1976, Kenneth W. Thomas published a chapter called “Conflict and 

conflict management” in the Handbook of Industrial and Organisation Psychology 

(Dunnette, 1976; cited from Thomas, 1992) in which he aimed at creating a theoretical 

framework that would guide future scholarship within the (then relatively young) field of 

conflict research. Thomas’ approach to conflict via structural, process and management 

models is still reflected within the research to date.  

While conflict processes and management are discussed in some detail within this 

section, I will only briefly refer structural aspects of conflict as these will receive greater 

attention within the review of the sport psychology and coaching literature (e.g., external, 

intra- and interpersonal conflict determinants). According to Thomas (1992), structural 

models of conflict refer to parameters or stable conditions that define and shape conflict 

processes; these may be related to the social context (e.g., social pressure, incentives, 

culture), interpersonal norms (e.g., formal and informal rules), or individual characteristics of 

the conflict parties (e.g., personality, conflict styles). These parameters may further promote 

or inhibit constructive approaches to conflict and its management and therefore impact 

conflict outcomes. The topic of conflict offers a good example to briefly illustrate these 

structural factors as it has been extensively studied across different conflict settings (e.g., 

organisations, close relationships, sport) yielding persistent findings in regards to its 

influence on conflict processes and consequences. Thus, conflicts are commonly 

distinguished based on their task or social orientation (e.g., Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Jehn, 

1997; Paradis, Carron, & Martin, 2014a, 2014b). While task conflicts generally revolve 

around problems concerning restricted resources, contrasting goals or goal achievement 

strategies and are carried out more rationally, social conflicts often target the involved 

individuals directly (e.g., personal values, opinions, personality) and tend to be more 

emotionally-charged (e.g., Amason, 1996; Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Buchs, Butera, Mugny, 

& Darnon, 2004). These process-related differences have immediate implications for conflict 

outcomes. Results of a meta-analysis by de Wit et al. (2012) suggest that task conflict 

facilitates positive outcomes such as higher satisfaction, cohesion and performance by 

promoting open and honest communication, information sharing, creativity and decision-

making. Social conflict, on the other hand, often results in negative outcomes as it stirs 

negative emotions and as such disrupts constructive interpersonal exchanges (e.g., Amason, 
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1996; de Wit et al., 2012). Indeed, several researchers suggested to also distinguish between 

task and process conflict (i.e., goal vs goal achievement strategies; Amason, 1996; de Wit, 

Jehn, & Greer, 2012; Jehn, 1997) as outcomes of process conflict seem more similar to social 

than to task conflict (de Wit et al., 2012). However, not only are the outcomes of process and 

social conflict similar, but they also tend to overwrite the benefits of task conflict when 

occurring at the same time. Unfortunately, task conflict is more often than not taking place in 

combination with these other types (Xin & Pelled, 2003), and may even transform into social 

conflict over time (de Wit et al., 2012). 

Conflict as a dynamic process  

The transformation from task into social conflict is only one example for the 

processes that may provoke conflict escalation by entering a negative spiral of blame, anger 

and other dysfunctional interpersonal interactions. While research to date has mainly focused 

on these negative, escalatory processes, also the onset of conflict has received some attention. 

Conflict onset. According to Deutsch, conflict may occur in competitive social 

situations and is displayed in interfering behaviours which aim to impede the achievement of 

contrasting, interdependent goals (1949a). Therefore, the onset of conflict may be illustrated 

by a function of goal incompatibility and action interdependence within the context of shared 

resources (Schmidt & Kochan, 1972). Rather than staying at this behavioural level, however, 

Korsgaard, Soyuan Jeong, Mahony and Pitariu (2008) as well as Fincham, Bradbury and 

Grych (1990) refer to the importance of a cognitive evaluation of conflict instigating events 

and provoking behaviours in regards to who is to blame or the relevance of the event. Thus, 

these authors suggested that behaviours which contrast existing norms or expectations may 

only then lead to interpersonal conflict when considered relevant for the respective situation, 

relationship and/or individuals’ goal strivings (i.e., sense-making, primary processing). In 

case an event is considered personally significant it will then induce conflict emotions, 

cognitions and behaviours. These are further shaped by individuals’ assessment of causal 

attributions (e.g., locus of control, stability), accountability (e.g., capacity, intent), and 

concluding attributions of blame (i.e., secondary processing), as well as by an assessment of 

one’s skills and resources to manage conflict (efficacy expectations). Subsequent affective 

responses of hopeful- or hopelessness determine whether individuals may or may not engage 

in overt conflict. Consequently, individuals may avoid overt conflict (e.g., due to low efficacy 

expectations; Korsgaard et al., 2008) as it may be the case when athletes obey to or accept 

abusive behaviours of coaches (Stirling & Kerr, 2009). 
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Fincham et al. (1990) further emphasize that one’s cognitive evaluation also depends 

on the overall quality of the relationship in which the conflict occurs (e.g., stress/tension, 

closeness), as well as the available knowledge about the conflict partner (e.g., skills, 

resources) and the specific circumstances (e.g., time, risk, rules). This view resembles 

Canary, Cupach and Serpe’s (2001) competence-based model of conflict communication 

according to which conflict tactics are chosen based on an assessment of the partner’s 

communication competence and one’s own satisfaction with the communication process. 

Against expectations, however, participants in Canary et al.’s (2001) study initially acted 

based on personal preferences (skilled), followed by reciprocating each other’s behaviours in 

the course of conflict, instead of adjusting to the requirements of the specific situations. This 

conclusion is especially interesting in terms of conflict contagion and escalation (e.g., 

Korsgaard et al., 2008; Roberts, 2006).  

Conflict escalation. As described by Canary et al. (2001), negative reciprocal 

responses to conflict can provide a mechanism by which conflict escalation is explained. 

These might include such responses as insults, blaming, and generalizing specific problems to 

much more abstract, unresolvable issues (Roberts, 2006), and have also been reported as 

conflict escalating behaviours within the sport context (e.g., Leo, Gonzalez-Ponce, Sanchez-

Miguel, Ivarsson, & Garcia-Calvo, 2015; Paradis et al., 2014a; Partridge & Knapp, 2016). As 

a consequence of these dysfunctional behaviours, conflict partners are likely to become 

caught in their negative thinking and acting, for example, they may perceive their opponent 

as self-centred and biased, or fail to recognize constructive alternatives to the displayed 

behaviours (e.g., Kennedy & Pronin, 2008; Roberts, 2006). Moreover, conflict discussions 

usually restrict individuals’ capacity to regulate emotions, reflect upon one’s own responses, 

or to actively listen and understand (Roberts, 2006). Subsequently, conflict is continuously 

approached competitively, forming a negative cyclical process called self-reinforcing 

feedback loop (Roberts, 2006) or bias-perception conflict spiral (Kennedy & Pronin, 2008).  

Comparable processes have been observed within groups in which conflict may 

become contagious, spreading from a dyadic conflict to a partial involvement of other group 

members and finally to the entire group (Jehn, Rispens, Jonsen & Greer, 2013). This specific 

type of conflict escalation may be caused by perceived threats to the group’s objectives and 

alliances between group members, and is further facilitated by displaying negative reciprocal 

behaviours and emotions during overt conflict (e.g., Holt, Knight, & Zukiwski, 2012; Jehn et 

al., 2013; Leo et al., 2015). For sport teams these processes have caused performance 
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declines (e.g., Apitzsch, 2009; Rovio, Eskola, Kozub, Duda, & Lintunen, 2009) and impeded 

conflict management (e.g., Holt et al., 2012; Leo et al., 2015). 

Conflict management and third party intervention 

 Considering its importance, it is not surprising that the vast majority of research has 

concentrated on identifying optimal strategies to prevent and manage conflict across various 

settings. Stepping stones for this area of inquiry were set with Blake and Mouton’s (1964) 

Managerial Grid and Thomas’ (1976; cited from Thomas, 1992) taxonomy of Conflict 

Handling Modes. While conflict scholars defined the original dimensions of assertiveness 

(i.e., intention to achieve one’s own goals; concern for oneself) and cooperativeness (i.e., 

intention to satisfy the other’s goal; concern for others) inconsistently, for example, as 

behaviours, values, intentions, or orientations, they generally suggested five distinct 

approaches to conflict handling (displayed within Figure 1.1; Rahim, 1983; Thomas, 1992). 

Out of these conflict handling modes, collaboration has long been seen as the ideal approach 

as it not only alignes with humanistic values, but also seemed to lead to the long-term 

satisfaction of individual, relational and organisational goals (Thomas, 1992). 

 

Despite its moral advantages, researchers soon acknowledged the practical limitations of the 

‘collaborative ethic’ and started integrating circumstantial (structural) factors into the 

Figure 1.1. Conflict handling modes (Thomas, 1992; ©John Wiley & Sons, Inc.) 
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equation for constructive conflict management. Thomas (1992) claimed that Contingency 

Theories offered “answers to the short-term question of how best to cope with current 

conditions. They are grounded in the reality of the current situation and are therefore 

relatively pragmatic in flavor.” (p.271). Factors that have been claimed significant for 

effective conflict management include the importance and complexity of the conflict topic, 

the urgency to solve a problem, and the competence of the involved individuals as well as 

their relationship quality (e.g., Coleman, Kugler, Bui-Wrzosinska, Nowak, & Vallacher, 

2012; Rahim, 2002; Thomas, 1992).  

For instance, high goal interdependence and complex conflict topics may motivate 

conflict parties of equal power to avoid conflict escalation by seeking short-term 

compromises or by establishing long-term collaboration (Coleman et al., 2012; Rahim, 1983). 

In contrast, an unequal distribution of power within a relationship is likely to promote 

converse approaches to conflict between the partners: Thus, dominating behaviours are 

frequently utilized by individuals with high power, usually coaches within sport settings, and 

in situations which require fast and competent solutions (e.g., high risk, expert verses novice; 

Coleman et al., 2012; Rahim, 1983), whereas relationship partners with less power (e.g., 

inexperienced athletes) tend to offer support (e.g., similar goals) or oblige to the dominant 

other in order to avoid personal harm (e.g., contrasting goals). Regardless of power 

relationships, obliging behaviours may also be appropriate if the conflict issue is not 

important enough to risk relationship strains or if future advantages may be expected from 

that relationship (Rahim, 1983). Lastly, conflict might be avoided if problems are of low 

importance or an effective solution is unlikely (Rahim, 1983), as well as when individuals see 

alternatives to pursue their goals independently from each other (Coleman et al., 2012).  

In terms of effectiveness, however, research within business settings suggests that not 

one but the combination of several strategies may be best to solve conflicts. Van de Vliert, 

Nauta, Giebels and Janssen (1999) could show that a sequence of problem-solving 

(collaborative) and forcing (competitive) strategies may not only improve problem-solving, 

but also saves time and energy by focusing negotiations on the most important concerns of 

conflict parties. The authors insinuated that sequences of competitive conflict management 

strategies followed by collaboration might be most successful in regards to conflict de-

escalation and dyadic effectiveness (i.e., better results for the dyad), while the contrasting 

sequence of collaboration followed by competition tends to further escalate conflict. Within 

this process, dyadic effectiveness is further improved by paying attention to constructive 
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arguments of both sides instead of focusing purely on the strengths and weaknesses of one’s 

own argumentation (Stein & Albro, 2001). 

Another fundamental ingredient to constructive conflict management is skilled 

communication. Multiple authors within (e.g., Rhind & Jowett, 2010; Sullivan & Feltz, 2003) 

and outside sport (e.g., Canary et al., 2001; McNulty, 2010; Overall, Fletcher, Simpson, & 

Sibley, 2009; Overall & McNulty, 2017; Overall & Simpson, 2013; Stein & Albro, 2001; 

Theiss & Solomon, 2006) suggested that content, directness (direct/indirect) and/or valence 

(opposition/cooperation) of communication strategies influenced the perceived success of 

conflict prevention and management. In the context of close relationships, direct opposition 

may be expressed in anger, blame, or demands of change, and as such represents a 

competitive approach to conflict. Direct cooperation, on the other hand, includes 

collaborative approaches such as discussing causes and possible solutions of a conflict as 

well as evaluating potential consequences. Interestingly, both direct cooperation and 

opposition have been suggested to evoke long-term change and relationship satisfaction 

despite causing potential short-term upset. In contrast, indirect conflict communication does 

not seem to contribute to long-term conflict resolution but promotes short-term satisfaction 

(Overall et al., 2009; Overall & McNulty, 2017). For example, minimizing problems and 

emphasizing positive attributes of the relationship (indirect collaboration) may convey 

optimism and appreciation but barely motivates change. Similarly, expression of feeling hurt 

or helplessness (indirect oppositions) may lead to immediate reassurance but no long-term 

support. Nevertheless, indirect approaches may be chosen if problems are either trivial or 

cannot be solved, or if individuals are insecure or the relationship is fragile (Overall & 

McNulty, 2017). Consequently, effective conflict management does not only depend on the 

‘right’ approach, but also on the quality of the relationship. Conflict partners may be more 

willing to communicate openly, forgive each other and try to repair broken bonds the closer 

and trusting their relationship is (e.g., Laurenceau, Troy, & Carver, 2005; Theiss & Solomon, 

2006; Woodin, 2011). A possibility to reinstall undermined trust and resolve conflict 

constructively has been described by Martin Keller. He proposes a structural approach to 

facilitate open communication and mutual problem-solving on the basis of self-reflection and 

perspective taking. Within the framework of a cooperative conflict conversation conflict 

parties should be encouraged to share their perspectives open- and honestly in order to come 

to a mutual understanding of the specific conflict and find mutually acceptable solutions.  

Third party interventions. The process of conflict resolution may be facilitated by 

third party interventions, such as couple therapy, formal/informal mediation, arbitrations and 
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adjudication, as well as interactive conflict management approaches such as conciliation, 

third party consultations, problem-solving workshops, conflict resolution training, or other 

methods aiming to create constructive dialogue between conflict parties (e.g., Coleman & 

Prywes, 2014; Fisher, 2001; Fisher-Yoshida, 2014; Gottman, Gottman, Greendorfer, & 

Wahbe, 2014). All of these encapsulate interventions which aim to resolve the problem at 

hand and/or improve the overall relationship of the conflict parties via external agents to 

promote long-term collaboration (e.g., Fisher, 2001; Kressel, 2014). Within sport settings 

third parties may be represented by performance directors, sport psychologists or team 

captains (e.g., Holt et al., 2012; Paradis et al., 2014a).  

Especially mediation has received a substantial amount of research interest and its 

benefits are well established on empirical and practical grounds for a variety of conflict 

situations (see Kressel 2014 or Wall, Stark, & Standifer, 2001 for an overview); it has also 

been forwarded as a means to manage intra-team conflict within sport. Mediation is 

considered one of the most effective ways to deal with conflict of moderate to high intensity, 

leading to high levels of compliance to agreements and overall satisfaction amongst conflict 

parties (70-90%; Kressel, 2014). It is a task-oriented approach which is “not directly 

concerned with the nature of the social relationship between the parties” (Fisher, 2001, p. 4). 

Often mediators’ support is sought out voluntarily; they typically cannot impose outcomes 

upon the conflict parties but guide the process of conflict resolution. While mediation is often 

used within a professional context and by skilled individuals, it has repeatedly been suggested 

to teach basic mediation and conflict resolution skills within leadership training, at schools or 

on a community level (e.g., Coleman & Prywes, 2014; Kressel, 2014; Moore, Jayasundere, & 

Thirunavukarasu, 2014). Thus, sport participants (e.g., athletes, coaches, sport psychologists, 

performance directors) may benefit from mediation training which equips them with practical 

conflict management skills.  

While such a formal process may be appropriate during severe conflict, less formal 

approaches may be more helpful during less intense interpersonal disputes. Accordingly, 

conflict parties (e.g., coaches and athletes) may seek the support of a trusted individual to 

form an “informal communicative link” (Fisher, 2001, p. 11); this individual may also help to 

reduce friction and negative emotions, and support negotiation (conciliation). Such an 

informal approach may be especially appropriate in early stages of conflict when conflict 

parties are interested in a common agreement but hesitate to engage in conflict management/ 

resolution (Fisher, 2001). Within sport, this link could be formed by sport psychologists who 

have established working relationships and sound rapport with the respective coaches and 
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athletes. Further, sport psychologists may also act as third party consultant, if a conflict has 

already progressed to a stage in which the relationship between individuals has declined and 

opposing fronts started to form. Compared to mediation, this non-coercive, non-evaluative 

and non-directive approach focuses on the improvement of deteriorated relationships rather 

than task-oriented problem-solving (Fisher, 1972). Overall, third party interventions have 

been found to not only facilitate conflict resolution and compliance to conflict agreements, 

but also buffer conflict-induced stress (e.g., Giebels & Janssen, 2005; Römer, Rispense, 

Giebels, & Euwema, 2012). Considering the amount of research suggesting performance and 

wellbeing impairments caused by interpersonal stress (e.g., Fletcher et al., 2012; Hanton et 

al., 2005; Olusoga, Butt, Hays, & Maynard, 2009; Olusoga et al., 2009, Olusoga, Butt, 

Maynard, & Hays, 2010), third party interventions should receive concerted research efforts 

in the scope of investigating coach-athlete conflict. 

Conclusion 

While it was beyond the scope of this section to present a comprehensive account of 

the research undertaken in social and organisational psychology on the topic of interpersonal 

conflict, the described conflict dynamics may offer initial guidance and direction for the 

exploration of conflict experiences within coach-athlete relationships. Overall, they shed light 

on individuals’ emotional, cognitive and behavioural responses which, in interaction with 

structural aspects, shape the course, management and outcomes of conflict. Within the next 

part of this literature review, these conflict processes will be explored in regards to context-

specific aspects of the sport environment.  

1.2. Conflict among Athletes and their Coaches:  

What is the Theory and Research so far? 

Sport psychology has paid considerable attention to understanding the interpersonal 

dynamics between coaches and athletes or members through theoretical models involving 

coach and athlete leadership (e.g., Chelladurai & Saleh, 1980; Fransen et al., 2014), coaches’ 

behaviours (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Smoll & Smith, 1989), coach-athlete relationship 

(Jowett & Felton, 2014), communication/relationship strategies (Rhind & Jowett, 2010), 

collective efficacy (Short, Sullivan, & Feltz, 2005), and team cohesion (Carron, Widmeyer, & 

Brawley, 1985). Nonetheless, there is dearth of research that explores interpersonal conflict 

among coaches, athletes and teammates.  
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Considering the novelty of the topic a scoping review was carried out investigating 

the status quo of research on interpersonal conflict in sport relationships. This review 

included studies focusing explicitly on interpersonal conflict, but also scientific papers that 

broadly covered the area of inquiry (Arksey, & O'Malley, 2005). Based on a systematic 

analysis of the conflict literature in sports, a definition of interpersonal conflict and an 

exploratory conceptual framework for understanding interpersonal conflict in sport 

relationships are proposed (Figure 1.2), which are used as a reference frame throughout this 

thesis. While the identified literature focuses heavily on the coach-athlete relationship, it also 

draws on research findings on peer conflict. Therefore, the term 'sport relationships' refers 

directly to those core relationships between coaches and athletes as well as team members. 

The framework as displayed in Figure 1.2 integrates main areas of interpersonal conflict that 

will be discussed within this review, they are split in three different sections: 1) determinants, 

such as intrapersonal, interpersonal and external factors; 2) cognitive, emotional and 

behavioural processes associated with conflict (including initial reactions and management 

behaviours); and 3) intrapersonal, interpersonal and performance consequences. Hence, it 

accounts for factors related to the individual conflict parties, as well as for interpersonal 

relationship characteristics, and external circumstances which may influence interpersonal 

interactions.  

Figure 1.2. A comprehensive framework of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships. 
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1.2.1 Developing a Definition of Interpersonal Conflict in Sport Relationships 

As described within the introduction, the concept of conflict remains unclear, 

complicated, and controversial despite the extensive research conducted within both 

organisational and social psychology. Barki and Hartwick (2004) explained that not only the 

lack of a clear conceptualisation of the construct of conflict but also the lack of its 

operationalization has made it extremely challenging to compare results of different studies 

and has prevented the development of knowledge within the conflict domain. Additionally, 

conflict as a psychological concept has been confounded with such terms as abuse, 

mistreatment, and aggression (e.g., Duquin & Schroeder-Braun, 1996). Thus, conflict 

requires a definition that describes what this concept represents and what it does not.  

Drawing from the sports literature  

Within the sport literature, only a few empirical studies have directly examined the 

concept of conflict. In one of them, Mellalieu et al. (2013) investigated interpersonal conflict 

at the highest level of competition including European Championships, World Cups and 

Olympic Games. Findings revealed that conflict was experienced by nearly 85% of 

participants (N = 90) who occupied roles as coaches, athletes, managers and external agents. 

They described conflict as short-lived and occurring only a few times during major events, 

however, long-term conflict was also reported among participants of all groups. Mellalieu et 

al.’s (2013) study offered a first insight into conflict in sport and while they highlighted its 

negative content and outcomes, they also explained that not all participants experienced 

conflict during competitions.  

A more in-depth description of the nature and content of conflict was offered by Holt 

et al. (2012) and Paradis et al. (2014a, 2014b) who focused on athletes’ perceptions of intra-

team conflict. Drawing on the work of Barki and Hartwick (2004), Paradis et al. (2014a) 

defined conflict based on the co-occurrence of its three dimensions: cognitive, affective and 

behavioural responses. The interviewed athletes described cognitive conflict as a 

disagreement about goals, strategies, opinions or a "clash of personalities" and considered it 

to be the "heart of conflict" (Paradis et al., 2014a, p. 12). The affective dimension was seen as 

a tense atmosphere with negative emotions, that fosters the potential for conflict escalation. 

Lastly, behavioural expressions of conflict included verbal or physical responses, like 

blaming, fighting or negative body language. Furthermore, task and relational types of 

conflict cut across the three dimensions of conflict mentioned earlier. Here, relationship 

conflict was associated with negative relations outside the sport, long-term isolation of 



 

 25 

athletes, severe interference of one's behaviour and a spread of negative emotions within the 

team. Overall, the participants of this study emphasized the negative nature of conflict. 

Correspondingly, Partridge and Knapp (2015) described that intra-team conflict was 

manifested in direct or indirect victimization (e.g., aggressive behaviours, isolation, rumours, 

dirty looks) of individuals and was based on experienced disagreements or disputes. They 

suggested that conflict would negatively influence individual wellbeing, team cohesion and 

therefore also performance. This assumption is in line with Leo et al.’s (2015) findings who 

viewed conflict as a negative interference of one individual's interests by another party and 

proposed that both, relationship and task conflict, led to a decrease in collective efficacy 

within female football teams. Collectively, these findings are consistent with a study 

conducted by Holt et al. (2012). They explained that social (interpersonal or relationship) 

conflict was a dysfunctional process which was potentially harder to solve. On the other 

hand, they pointed out that task conflict, which addressed practice, competition or playing 

time, could be functional at times as it reminded athletes that developing skills and improving 

performance were central to their programme and subsequently development.  

Defining interpersonal conflict  

Considering the coverage of interpersonal conflict within sport psychology (albeit 

limited) as well as diversity and complexity of conflict within the wider psychology literature 

(e.g., Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Paletz, Miron-Spektor, & Lin, 2014), it was highlighted that 

conflict in sport is more than a mere (cognitive) disagreement between people, but it also 

involves strong emotional reactions (e.g., frustration) and interfering behaviours (e.g., 

confrontation, social isolation) (e.g., Paradis et al., 2014a). In line with Barki and Hartwick’s 

(2004; see introduction) multidimensional conceptualisation of interpersonal conflict, a 

definition of conflict in sport relationships is forwarded which integrates cognitive, affective 

and behavioural components. Proposing a definition of interpersonal conflict is important 

because it provides the boundary conditions of the concept under scrutiny. In this paper, 

interpersonal conflict is defined as a situation in which relationship partners perceive a 

disagreement about, for example, values, needs, opinions or objectives that is manifested 

through negative cognitive, affective and behavioural responses. Further, interpersonal 

conflict is influenced by the social and cultural context within which it occurs, including 

individuals’ characteristics, personality, age and gender. It is noteworthy that the definition 

does not imply a static conceptualization of conflict; conflict is described as a situation and 

this reflects a dynamic process that may last over a prolonged period of time (episode) and 
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can re-occur several times (frequency). The nature of interpersonal conflict is presented as the 

core of the proposed conceptual framework (Figure 1.2). 

An essential requirement of conflict is a perceived disagreement between individuals 

which is reflected in cognitive processes based on a negative interdependence of conflict 

parties (Deutsch, 1969), for instance, when one’s goal achievement is potentially impeded by 

the other’s behaviour. This cognitive dimension of conflict involves, but is not limited to 

disagreements about personal objectives, mismatching values, opposing needs and interests 

or limited resources and is expressed by spontaneous conflict behaviours. Moreover, 

individuals are likely to experience initial negative emotions, such as anger and aggression 

(hard emotions; associated with power and selfishness) or disappointment and sadness (soft 

emotions; pro-social, associated with vulnerability; Sanford, 2007). Finally, individuals may 

perceive the intensity of conflict differently (more or less severe), depending on their 

personality, culturally determined role expectations or collectivistic-/individualistic-

orientation (Paletz et al., 2014). However, it remains to be explored how individual 

perceptions, characteristics, and social interaction shape conflict experiences within sport. 

1.2.2 Conflict Determinants: Intrapersonal, Interpersonal and External Factors 

As presented in the first part of Figure 1.2, conflict may be caused and further 

influenced by both intrapersonal factors, such as personality, worldviews, self-esteem, 

motivation, competence, as well as skills, experiences and qualifications (e.g., Greenleaf, 

Gould, & Dieffenbach, 2001; Jowett, Lafreniere, &Vallerand, 2012), and by interpersonal 

factors, such as incompatibility, poor communication and relationship quality, or ineffective 

motivational climate and leadership (e.g., D’Arripe-Longueville, Fournier, & Dubois, 1998; 

Jowett & Cockerill, 2003). These determinants can function independently in a co-existing 

manner, but also interact with each other. For example, a less desirable personality 

characteristic such as neuroticism (i.e., emotionally unstable, worried) and an anxious 

attachment style (i.e., excessively dependent, possessive) may contribute to the experience of 

conflict or disagreement. These personality characteristics may also be coupled with low 

levels of trust, both uni- and multi-directional, exacerbating the conflict experienced. 

Alongside personal and interpersonal determinants, also external factors, including social and 

social-cultural differences (e.g., language, customs) can cause conflict. 

Intrapersonal factors  

Stable intrapersonal factors. Interpersonal factors can be grouped into stable (traits) 

and situational (states) attributes. For example, one of these stable intrapersonal factors which 
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are related to perceptions of interpersonal conflict is gender; it has been found that male 

athletes engage in more conflict behaviour and conflict communication with their peers than 

females (Sullivan, 2004; Weiss & Smith, 2002). Another example of stable intrapersonal 

factors included personality traits of dyadic partners. Research indicated that personality may 

be linked to interpersonal conflict in sport relationships (Holt et al., 2012; Magnusen, 2010). 

Based on the Big 5 personality model (Costa & McCrea, 1992; Digman, 1990) Jackson, 

Dimmock, Gucciardi, and Grove (2010, 2011) conducted two studies investigating the 

relationship quality of athlete-athlete and coach-athlete dyads, respectively. Results indicated 

that dissimilarities between partners regarding extraversion and openness were associated 

with more unstable, dysfunctional and incompatible relationships all of which were likely to 

facilitate conflict. Yang, Jowett, and Chan (2015) also found that neuroticism was associated 

with less than optimal coach-athlete relationships. 

Finally, findings highlight that an individual’s attachment style can determine 

relationship quality and the experience of conflict (Davis & Jowett, 2014; Felton & Jowett, 

2013c). Thus, secure attached athletes reported only minor conflicts with their coaches as 

they are more likely to have developed better social and interpersonal skills (e.g., effective 

communication) (Davis & Jowett, 2014). Similarly, avoidant attached athletes perceived little 

conflict with their coaches, which might be caused by a tendency to avoid close interactions 

or close bonds with others. It may be interesting to see whether similar patterns are found for 

other sport relationships, such as athlete-athlete dyads or within teams.  

Situational intrapersonal factors. When considering interactions between coaches 

and athletes as well as between athlete-peers less stable intrapersonal factors (states) also 

need to be taken into account. One of these is passion which is defined within sport as a 

“strong inclination toward an activity that people like, that they find important, and in which 

they invest time or energy” (Vallerand & Miquelon, 2007, p. 250). Passion is generally 

categorized into obsessive (internal forces, lack of control) and harmonious (personal 

endorsement, personal choice) passion, which have been found to relate differently to the 

experience of interpersonal conflict in sport. Accordingly, Jowett, Lafreniere, and Vallerand 

(2012) stated that athletes’ and coaches’ obsessive passion was positively associated with 

perceived interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete dyads, and further, a coach’s obsessive 

passion was predictive of lower personal satisfaction and higher perceptions of athletes’ 

conflict. However, this finding was not replicated within sport teams. Accordingly, the 

findings by Paradis et al. (2014b) did not show a significant association between obsessive 

passion and team conflict, while harmonious passion was inversely related to team conflict. 
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The role of passion differs regarding the experience of conflict within the relationship quality 

developed among teammates and coaches-athlete dyads. These differences may be due to 

diverse expectations and relationship characteristics. However, research on athlete-athlete 

relationships is scarce and therefore no certain conclusions can be drawn. 

Recently, efficacy beliefs have received empirical research within the context of 

sport. Jackson and his colleagues introduced the notion of tripartite efficacy; a set of 

psychological efficacy beliefs that include self-efficacy, others-efficacy and relation-inferred 

self-efficacy (RISE) that have been found to determine relationship quality in sport dyads 

(Jackson, Grove, & Beauchamp, 2010; Jackson, Gucciardi, & Dimmock, 2011; Jackson, 

Knapp, & Beauchamp, 2008). Specifically, a partner’s low perception of an athlete's/coach's 

self-efficacy was stated as a factor for relationship termination in both, athlete-athlete and 

coach-athlete dyads, whereas a partner's higher ratings were connected to a greater 

relationship satisfaction when actor-partner interdependence models were conducted (Jackson 

et al., 2011). Investigating tripartite efficacy profiles via cluster analyses of coach-athlete 

dyads, they further observed a link between unfulfilled tripartite profiles of athletes and 

higher perceived interpersonal conflict with their coaches; in opposition, fulfilled profiles 

related to higher relationship commitment and satisfaction. Overall, perceived confidence and 

competence of a dyad member seemed to play a major role in maintaining an effective 

relationship. This conclusion has been supported by several studies investigating athletes' 

perceptions on good and bad coaching behaviours (e.g., Becker, 2009; Gearity, 2012; Gearity 

& Murray, 2011). Specifically, conflict seemed to occur due to perceived incompetence 

(Greenleaf et al., 2001; Hanton, Fletcher, & Coughlan, 2005; Jowett & Cockerill, 2003), 

disagreements upon one's training schedule and workload (Greenleaf et al., 2001; Jowett, 

2003) or handling of injuries (Greenleaf et al., 2001; Shrier, Safai, & Charland, 2014). 

Considering the task-orientated purpose of a coach-athlete relationship where performance 

improvement is central (Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016), these findings seem very plausible as 

athletes' performance success and wellbeing are to a degree dependent on their interactions 

with their coaches and the coaches’ instructions, knowledge and experience. Subsequently, 

when investigating interpersonal conflict in sport, research that aims to explore specific 

intrapersonal factors, such as personality, competence or efficacy beliefs, is warranted. 
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Interpersonal factors  

Whereas intrapersonal factors are likely to impact the quality of the interaction 

between people, the level of interdependence, relationship quality, communication, group 

unity, and co-operation may also affect the experience of conflicts (Figure 1.2).  

Interpersonal relationships. Within sport, the coach-athlete relationship has 

attracted a concerted research effort. Jowett's 3+1Cs model (Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016) 

provided the impetus needed when Wylleman (2000) described the concept of the coach-

athlete relationship as an “uncharted territory”. The model is concerned with coaches’ and 

athletes’ affective closeness (e.g., mutual trust, respect), cognitive commitment (e.g., 

thoughts of maintaining a close relationship over time) and behavioural complementarity 

(e.g., co-operative acts of interactions), as well as co-orientation (e.g., perceptual agreement). 

Within this literature, it has been postulated that low levels of closeness, complementarity, 

commitment and co-orientation can have a negative impact on the quality of the coach-athlete 

relationship and potentially lead to a regressive spiral of recurrent interpersonal conflict that 

could even cause relationship termination (Jowett & Cockerill, 2003). Jowett (2003) 

described the characteristics by which an athlete experienced conflict relative to her coach as 

follows: 1)  low (intensity) and negative (quality) closeness and reflecting in feeling 

unattached, distant, distressed, frustrated and even rejected; 2) non-complementary 

transactions that were manifested in power struggles and opposed behaviours; 3) lack of 

commitment or willingness to maintain a close bond with each other over the foreseeable 

time leading to the termination of the relationship; and finally 4) dis-orientation or lack of 

agreement was said to be leading to disputes, contested views,  and disagreements. In 

conclusion, interpersonal conflict may be associated with either one or all dimensions of 

relationship quality (closeness, complementarily, commitment, co-orientation) as they are 

capable of dis-stabilising the symmetry and evenness (stability and harmony) that 

characterise effective and successful relationships (Jowett, 2005). Empirical research has 

substantiated these initial assumptions by linking closeness, commitment, and 

complementarity with interpersonal conflict (Jowett, 2009). Interestingly though, it has also 

been noted that the more interdependent relationships are, the more likely conflict will occur 

(Stirling & Kerr, 2009). Therefore, relationship characteristics are not only determinants to 

relationship quality, but they are rather also defined by interpersonal processes, 

environmental factors, and intrapersonal factors and hence, cannot be discussed in isolation. 

Communication. Communication, for example, is an essential process at all stages of 

relationship development and maintenance as it provides the members with information about 
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one another and fosters closeness, commitment, and complementarity; thus, the simple 

process of getting to know the other person, her or his needs and expectations are central to 

effective and successful interactions (LaVoi, 2007). Communication also plays a major role 

in developing and maintaining an effective coach-athlete relationship (Rhind & Jowett, 

2010). For instance, Trzaskoma-Bicsérdy, Bognár, Révész, and Géczi (2007) explained that 

while all coach-athlete dyads may encounter difficulties at some point in their collaboration 

and athletes might feel unsupported, misunderstood or isolated, these issues can be solved by 

openly discussing their differences. Hence, the role of communication is instrumental in 

preventing, processing and resolving conflict (Rhind & Jowett, 2010). 

Failing to communicate effectively, in contrast, has been suggested as one of the main 

characteristics of poor coaching (Gearity & Murray, 2011; Scanlan, Stein, & Ravizza, 1991). 

Interestingly, that does not only concern the coach-athlete relationship, but also unsatisfying 

communication patterns within coaching teams and sport organisations which are directly or 

indirectly affecting individuals’ perceptions and coach-athlete interactions (e.g., D’Arripe-

Longueville, et al., 1998; Kristiansen, Tomten, Hanstad, & Roberts, 2012). 

Investigating the occurrence of conflict in major competitions, Mellalieu et al. (2013) 

reported a breakdown of interaction and communication as the most common determinant to 

conflict as it was mentioned by over 50% of the study’s participants. Similarly, several 

studies have cited a lack of communication as underlying factor of perceived struggles or 

conflicts between coach-athlete/athlete-athlete dyads or within coaching teams and sport 

organisations. (e.g., Culver & Trudel, 2000; Hanton et al., 2005; Jowett & Frost, 2007; 

Kerwin, Doherty, & Harman, 2011). However, these investigations have so far failed to 

provide any specific information on in-/effective communication patterns. 

On another level, communication may also serve as a manifestation of power relations 

within relationships and therefore lead to interpersonal conflict. D’Arripe-Longueville et al., 

(1998) and Purdy, Potrac, and Jones (2008) described how coaches used a communication 

style which was characterized as loud, distant, and angry and included negative strategies 

such as bossing athletes around and blaming. Additionally, Purdy et al. (2008) emphasized 

that conflict escalation may be promoted by coaches who are ignorant, deliberately withhold 

information and restrict communication. Lastly, hostile and inadequate reactions in critical 

situations during practice or after unsuccessful competitions may also be the mere expression 

of conflict (e.g., Purdy et al., 2008; Sagar & Jowett, 2012).  

Sullivan and Feltz (2003) developed a questionnaire to assess typical communication 

patterns in sport teams; it contained four dimensions, two of which measured negative 
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conflict and positive conflict. Negative conflict captures the expression of agitation or anger 

as well as its emotional, personal and confrontational nature, whereas positive conflict 

captures constructive and integrative ways of dealing with disruption. A number of studies 

have used this assessment tool in studies that examined group dynamic variables such as role 

ambiguity, cohesion and leadership (Cunningham & Eys, 2007; Smith, Arthur, Hardy, 

Callow, & Williams, 2013).  

Team processes. Apart from relationship and communication that may be responsible 

for the onset of conflict, team processes form another set of dimensions that may be 

significant sources of interpersonal conflict. Research has shown that a less task- and more 

ego-involving climate is correlated with negative perceptions of peer relations, less perceived 

acceptance within a team and increased perceived conflict between team members (e.g., 

Ommundsen, Roberts, Lemyre, & Miller, 2005; Smith, Balaguer, & Duda, 2006). Moreover, 

while strong relations between coaches and athletes have been found to associate positively 

with team cohesion and collective efficacy (e.g., Hampson & Jowett, 2014; Jowett & 

Chaundy, 2004), poor relations between coaches and athletes have been found to facilitate 

intra-team rivalry and power struggles (e.g., D’Arripe-Longueville et al., 1998; Holt et al., 

2012; Kristiansen et al., 2012). Those may lead to jealousy or strong attitudes among team 

members resulting in even more conflict (Partridge & Knapp, 2015). Furthermore, Hardy, 

Eys, and Carron (2005) found that high task-cohesion may lead to conflict or even a 

breakdown of friendships due to a performance-oriented, competitive team climate. In 

another study, Paradis, Carron, and Martin (2014b) showed that both task and social conflict 

were negatively related to all dimensions of team cohesion. However, due to the correlational 

research design no conclusions about causal effects were made. Overall, it would seem that 

more interpersonal conflict is caused by loose interpersonal social and task connections and 

equally, interpersonal conflict may also be the reason for lower cohesion due to, for example, 

disagreements and discrepant goals. Role ambiguity between team members has also been 

found to cause interpersonal conflict, especially if athletes and coaches do not appreciate, 

understand and carry out their role responsibilities (Benson, Eys, Surya, Dawson, & 

Schneider, 2013). It is important to note here that often the athlete leader is seen to be 

responsible for solving conflicts among team members or to mediate between coaching staff 

and athletes (Fransen et al., 2014).  

Leadership and power. One condition for the above point to work is that it requires 

the coach and athlete leader to relate and cooperate effectively. Dysfunctional relationships 

between coaches and their captains, on the other hand, have been found to lead to 
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miscommunication and lacking information flow between the coaching staff and team, 

causing further trouble for team members (Dupuis, Bloom, & Loughead, 2006). 

Considering coach leadership in the discussion of role expectations, it has been 

suggested that autocratic behaviours potentially impair the coach-athlete relationship as well 

as athletes’ well-being by not satisfying psychological needs, such as relatedness, autonomy 

and competence (Felton & Jowett, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c). Further, research has also 

highlighted that behaviours such as being overly controlling likely lead to resistance which in 

turn is associated with conflict and distress (Potrac & Jones, 2009; Scanlan et al., 1991). 

Moreover, an indecisive coach may cause conflict with athletes, especially when facing 

critical situations under high pressure (Hanton et al., 2005). Furthermore, a lack of supportive 

behaviours has been mentioned to foster conflict within coach-athlete dyads (e.g., Hanton et 

al., 2005; Jowett, 2003; Jowett & Cockerill, 2003). Another source of conflict is represented 

by power abuse of coaches or power struggles between coaches and athletes. Power abuse 

might occur in very different forms, such as punishment after mistakes or defeat (Sager & 

Jowett, 2012), when undermining athletes’ experiences, opinions and needs (Jowett, 2003), 

controlling the private life of athletes, harassment (Tomlinson & Yorganci, 1997), as well as 

emotional or physical abuse (Stirling & Kerr, 2009). These negative coaching behaviours 

may furthermore lead directly to conflict (e.g., Stirling & Kerr, 2008; Tamminen et al., 2013) 

or to negative responses by the athletes (e.g., Stirling & Kerr, 2008, 2009) who are facing 

these conflicting situations (Duquin & Schroeder-Braun, 1996).  

External factors 

 Besides antecedents that reside within or between relationship members, there are 

also antecedents that are external to them and can influence the onset of interpersonal 

conflict. These variables may be located in the wider situational and environmental 

circumstances surrounding the relationship members; they may be situational, (e.g., practice 

location) or permanent (e.g., culture or ethnical background) (see Figure 1.2). There has been 

evidence to indicate that discrimination, inequality and stereotypical thinking exists in semi-

professional soccer players, among fans, opponents and teammates, as well as coaches (e.g., 

Jowett & Frost, 2007; Khomutova, 2015). Such discriminatory behaviours (e.g., prejudice, 

unfairness, favouritism) are less tolerable and may lead to conflict if players do not perceive 

them somewhat with a sense of humour or ignorance to prevent escalated trouble (Jones, 

2002). Also gender may lead to very similar experiences within sports; female sport 

participants are often associated with stereotypes of homophobia, lack of acceptance or lack 
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of perceived competence (e.g., LaVoi & Dutove, 2012; Mazerolle, Bruening, & Casa, 2008; 

Shaw & Allen, 2009). Correspondingly, female coaches have described their work as being 

inhibited by higher positioned male coaches, not accepted by male athletes and disesteemed 

due to stereotypical and sexual assumptions. Similarly, female athletes have been found to be 

treated in inferior manners to male athletes and therefore experience conflict during mixed 

practices or competitions (Tomlinson & Yorganci, 1997).  

Moreover, a number of studies recently have investigated organisational stressors 

within sports. These studies revealed that such stressors are linked to interpersonal conflict 

with team management/headquarters of the organization, support networks, administrators, or 

judges (Fletcher & Hanton, 2003; Fletcher, Hanton, Mellalieu, & Neil, 2012; Hanton, 

Fletcher, & Coughlan, 2005). In line, old-fashioned systems within clubs or national 

associations might restrict the flexibility to build up athlete-centred, flexible practice 

environments and effective coach-athlete relationships (D'Arripe-Longueville et al., 2001; 

Kristiansen et al., 2012). Additionally, parents have been reported to engage in direct conflict 

with coaches, with other athletes or with their own athlete-children - preventing them from 

forming a close relationship with coaches (Jowett & Timson-Katchis, 2005; Lauer, Gould, 

Roman, & Pierce, 2010; Scanlan et al., 1991; Weiss & Fretwell, 2005) or stirring intra-team 

conflict (Partridge & Knapp, 2015).  

Lastly, situational circumstances may refer to disagreements about issues that directly 

concern both the coach and the athlete, such as training and competition schedules, 

expectations, values or interpersonal differences especially as these can be developed 

following a significant change of events within or outside the relationship (e.g., Gould, 

Greenleaf, Guinen, & Chung, 2002; Greenleaf et al., 2001; Jowett, 2003; Kristiansen et al., 

2012). Winning an Olympic medal, for example, can be followed by a chain of negative 

changes, such as disagreements about goals, pursuing conflicting personal ambitions, media 

distractions or reports or being influenced by externals, such as agents (Jowett, 2003). 

Speaking of major competitions, it might be the case that personal or local/club coaches 

cannot support their athletes during competitions but are instead replaced by the national or 

another coach. In this case conflict can be caused due to non-established relationships, 

contrasting instructions from coaching staff or a lack of communication within the coaching 

team (e.g., Jowett, 2008; Kristiansen et al., 2012). Additionally, team selection processes may 

lead to conflicts between athletes and the coaching staff or even the sport organisation 

(Fletcher & Hanton, 2003; Gould et al., 2002; Kerwin, Doherty, & Harman, 2011) and thus 

how team selection is being communicated may be paramount to relationship development.  
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In sum, the extant literature seems to indicate that interpersonal conflict can be caused 

by intrapersonal, interpersonal and external factors, such as expectations, misunderstandings, 

or even bad intentions. This review highlights that understanding the determinants of 

interpersonal conflict in sport would help identify and facilitate conflict management and 

resolution strategies based on the causes of it. While more focused research efforts are 

required to examine the antecedents of interpersonal conflict in sport more directly, the next 

section discusses strategies that have been found to be employed in an attempt to manage and 

resolve conflict.  

1.2.3 Conflict Prevention, Management and Resolution 

Considering that individuals usually engage in relationships for a purpose it is likely 

that they will try to protect it from harm or even termination (Carron & Brawley, 2012). 

Conflict, however, represents a risk to any relationship if not dealt with constructively. 

Therefore, relationship partners may want to prevent situations in which conflict can erupt, 

for example by using relationship maintenance strategies, such as setting common goals, 

mutual assurance, open communication, or making use of constructive problem-solving 

strategies after disagreements (Rhind & Jowett, 2010, 2011). Accordingly, the process of 

stopping the onset of conflict is called conflict prevention; it can include general relationship 

maintenance strategies as well as behaviours focusing specifically on potential 

disagreements. Slightly more controversial is the categorization of conflict behaviours that 

are shown after the onset of conflict. Thus, conflict styles describe individuals’ preferences to 

engage in certain conflict management and/or resolution behaviours (e.g., collaborative, 

competitive or avoidant behaviours; Volkema & Bergmann, 1995). Conflict management, 

furthermore, refers to the use of effective behavioural strategies to reduce dysfunctional 

conflict and to facilitate constructive conflict (e.g., information sharing, goal setting, role 

clarification). In contrast to conflict resolution strategies (e.g., negotiation, bargaining, 

mediation), conflict management does not necessarily aim to diminish or terminate conflict 

(Rahim, 2002). Generally, it can be expected that relationship partners will engage in conflict 

management and/or resolution strategies, after conflict prevention has failed. Within a 

feedback-loop the nature of a conflict, described by its content (cognitions, emotions, 

behaviours), duration and intensity, will influence and be influenced by these conflict 

management behaviours (see Figure 1.2). 
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Conflict prevention  
As stated before, conflict prevention is not only dependent on intra- and interpersonal 

characteristics, but also on the potentially identified disagreement. Hence, conflict parties 

may engage in self-reflection processes and gather further information about potential topics 

of disagreement, develop sound communication skills, avoid conflicting situations or accept 

inequitable attitudes (D'Arripe-Longuevill et al., 1998; Gearity & Murray, 2011; Langan, 

Blake, & Lonsdale, 2013; Stirling, 2013). However, first and foremost, all involved parties 

need to be willing to engage in constructive behaviours in order to maintain the relationship. 

With the COMPASS Model (Rhind & Jowett, 2010, 2011) a theoretical framework 

integrating behaviours that aim to maintain and enhance the coach-athlete relationships was 

developed. Listed are reactive and proactive strategies concerning conflict management, 

openness, motivation, prevention, assurance, support and social networks (Rhind & Jowett, 

2011, 2012). Interestingly, the majority of strategies target the prevention of conflict, for 

example by being honest, giving constructive feedback and setting common goals (Jowett & 

Shanmugam, in press). Other strategies include coaches employing an open-door policy, 

showing interest in the athlete as a person and establishing rapport (e.g., Becker, 2009; 

Bennie & O'Connor, 2012). Besides imparting maintenance strategies, Jowett and Carpenter 

(2015) further indicated the establishment of rules within coach-athlete dyads in order to 

prevent interpersonal conflict. These rules may cover certain role expectations of coaches and 

athletes. Within the framework of complementarity in the coach-athlete relationship, Yang 

and Jowett (2013) explained that athletes and coaches assume distinct roles, where athletes 

usually have submissive roles reflected in the expectation to execute instructions and consider 

advice whereas coaches usually assume dominant roles reflected in the expectation to be in 

charge and provide instruction and feedback. Yang and Jowett (2013) made it clear that these 

behaviours represent role expectations which aim to provide structure and organisation 

(Jowett & Carpenter, 2004); they are not synonymous to controlling behaviours as 

understood within the self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Consequently, while 

great coaches should aim to fulfil basic psychological needs they also should recognize and 

meet athletes’ needs for structure and guidance (cf. Ryan & Deci, 2000; Becker, 2009). 

Accordingly, pursuing a balance between facilitating an athlete’s independence and 

connection, without making him or her feel left alone and helpless or making him or her 

controlled by the coach, within a well-defined coaching structure, provides one of the many 

challenges of great coaching. 
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The establishment of high-quality relationships between a coach and each individual 

athlete in the team and the creation of an atmosphere of trust, respect and honesty is also 

likely to influence team dynamics positively and will facilitate bonding processes among 

team members (e.g., role modelling, communication and conflict culture); therefore, building 

a strong, common network in which individuals can rely on each other should be a priority 

(Rhind & Jowett, 2010). Efforts here should be directed at establishing trust and respect, 

facilitate open, positive communication, setting a common ground for team members and 

fostering team cohesion (Copeland & Wida, 1996; Evans, Slater, Turner, & Barker, 2013; 

Hardy & Grace, 1997; Smith, 2001). Close relationships among team members may 

encourage individual players to emphasize a more task involving team climate, including 

mutual support and encouragement also in difficult situations (Smith & Smoll, 1997) and 

therefore also enable team members to discuss problems openly as well as engaging in co-

operative, effective conflict resolving strategies (Holt et al., 2012). Moreover, high quality 

relationships are also a core element of team resilience; communication, for example, forms 

an essential ingredient in building and maintaining a group structure which is likely to ensure 

stability and organisation during times of crisis, such as conflict (Morgan, Fletcher, & Sarkar, 

2013). Accordingly, a well-established group identity may prevent conflict due to lower ego-

involvement and salient collectivistic thought processes. It might also enable group members 

to focus on task issues instead of targeting personal relationships directly. Taken together, 

based on the reviewed literature we recommend to create high-quality relationships between 

coaches and athletes, just as between peers by relying on stable communication, mutual care, 

trust, respect, reliability and common expectations in order to prevent conflict. 

Conflict management and conflict resolution 
Despite coaches and athletes’ best efforts to prevent conflict there may be times 

where conflict occurs and its management becomes paramount. In fact, it has been 

acknowledged that conflict is inevitable in relationships and the more interdependent the 

relationships the higher is the likelihood of experiencing issues within a relationship (e.g., 

Stirling & Kerr, 2009). Without clearly differentiating between management and resolution, 

several effective and ineffective conflict strategies have been mentioned in the literature. 

Importantly, the effectiveness of employed strategies may highly depend on situational 

circumstances and conflict partners’ characteristics, thus, whereas some approaches can be 

clearly positive or negative, some may not be categorized that easily (Mellalieu et al., 2013). 

Investigating conflict during major competitions, Mellalieu et al. (2013) assessed conflict 
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solving strategies which were employed by sport participants (N = 90; e.g., athletes, coaches, 

staff members). While no participants stated the use of forcing or overpowering behaviours, 

most participants tried to resolve the conflict either on their own or by looking for help 

(47%), while others noted attempts to withdraw from conflict (29%). This empirical data 

finds support in several qualitative studies in which athletes were reported to avoid or 

withdraw from conflicts with team members or coaches and to seek social support in people 

outside of their sport (e.g., Gearity & Murray, 2011; Tamminen et al., 2013). When 

confronted with low quality coaching or even abusive behaviours athletes reported 

furthermore to ignore or accept conflicts with coaches (e.g., Gearity & Murray, 2011; 

Stirling, 2013; Stirling & Kerr, 2008). 

Important requirements for all these conflict management/resolution strategies are the 

ability to recognize and address conflict in early stages in order to prevent an escalation due 

to a summation of emotions and negative behaviours (Holt et al., 2012) and to communicate 

effectively (e.g., Jowett & Cockerill, 2002; LaVoi, 2007; Zimmermann, 2009). This includes 

creating open channels of communication, listening skilfully, just as being able to deliver 

messages successfully. Most effective conflict strategies are targeting the conflict issue (e.g., 

practice schedule, lack of communication, etc.) in a collaborative fashion requiring the 

willingness of both conflict partners to collaborate. It has been proposed that conflict 

discussions should preferably take place in structured meetings and with the help of a neutral 

mediator (Holt et al., 2012; Rovio, Eskola, Kozub, Duda, & Lintunen, 2009). Here, it is 

noteworthy that athletes seem to prefer senior players, the captain or sport psychologist to 

mediate meetings which concern relational conflicts, whereas the head coach would only be 

consulted in case of performance conflicts (Holt, Black, Tamminen, Fox, & Mandigo, 2008; 

Holt et al., 2012). Different methods and tools have been suggested within the sports 

literature, these include team building interventions in order to improve communication and 

build a perception of togetherness, modified performance profiling with an emphasis on 

relationship quality, as well as team and social skills, win/win strategies in which conflict 

partners are asked to find a common ground and formulate solutions which enable both to 

achieve their individual goals, or structured approaches aimed at developing a range of 

alternative solutions to a problem or broadening individuals’ perspectives by sharing 

information (Hardy & Crace, 1997; Holt et al., 2012; Jowett & Cockerill, 2002; Zimmerman, 

2009). Besides addressing conflict directly, also seeking social support and gaining 

perspective about the issue in question have been mentioned within the sport literature 

(Mellalieu et al., 2013; Rhind & Jowett, 2010; Tamminen et al., 2013).  
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Finally, approaches targeting emotional intelligence or mindfulness of individuals 

have been put forward recently. These generally aim to improve individuals’ self-/other-

awareness, tolerance, understanding, and psychological flexibility (Chan & Mallett, 2011; 

Hayes, 2004; Moore, 2009) and may therefore facilitate conflict management. Perceiving and 

understanding one’s own and the partner’s emotions correctly may further enhance 

interpersonal interaction as it enables conflict partners to consciously regulate emotional 

responses to disagreements. Individuals may, for example, purposefully show soft emotions 

in order to down-regulate their conflict partner to prevent negative emotional contagion and 

conflict escalation (e.g., Overall, Simpson, & Struthers, 2013; Sanford, 2012).  

Nevertheless, athletes and coaches have also been found to engage in negative conflict 

management and resolution strategies. Accordingly, athletes seem to employ more win-loss 

approaches and aggressive behaviours compared to non-athletes which were explained by the 

competitive nature of sport. Besides showing aggressive behavioural tendencies, relational 

approaches have also been found to be ineffective or even increase interpersonal conflict 

(Holt et al., 2012; Kerwin et al., 2011). Relational strategies are usually targeting an 

individual directly (e.g., intelligence, skill level, etc.) rather than aiming at the actual 

problem, hence, causing feelings of personal affront or threat which in turn lead to reactant 

behaviours of the conflict partner (Holt et al., 2012; Miron & Brehm, 2006). Moreover, 

coaches seem to abuse their power position in terms of physical/emotional punishment, when 

ignoring athletes’ needs or when not integrating them in decision-making processes (e.g., 

Bartholomew et al., 2009; D'Arripe-Longuevill et al., 1998). 

1.2.4 Consequences of Interpersonal Conflict 

Finally, conflict can lead to consequences which may relate to intrapersonal (e.g. 

well-being), interpersonal (e.g. termination, cohesion) as well as performance (e.g. 

competition result) factors and can either be positive, negative or neutral. 

Intrapersonal consequences 

Interpersonal conflict is likely to influence the manner to which coaches and athletes 

think, feel and behave. Mellalieu et al. (2013), investigating conflict at major sport events, 

found that most responses to conflict were perceived negative (65-70%; N = 90), whereas 

only few were perceived positive or neutral (5-29%). Negative cognitive effects included 

worry, confusion, or even panic; positive cognitions related to increased focus and task 

clarity. Affective responses covered, for example, frustration, feeling upset, disappointment, 
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but also feeling more positive and confident; behavioural consequences were associated with 

withdrawal and defensive behaviours, as well as increased motivation and problem solving.  

Additionally, multiple studies suggest a negative connection between interpersonal 

conflict and satisfaction (e.g., Paradis et al., 2014b; Sullivan & Gee, 2007). Further, conflict 

between coaches and youth athletes may lead to decreased self-description concerning 

physiological abilities and overall performance (Jowett & Cramer, 2010). Athletes may also 

start to question their identity, skills, lose self-confidence or face emotional breakdowns after 

severe disputes. Further, it has been mentioned that conflict between peers can lead to 

athletes’ isolation (Paradis et al., 2014a; Tamminen et al, 2013), increased competitive 

anxiety and other negative affective responses (Partridge & Knapp, 2015). Gould et al. (2002) 

further stated that Olympic coaches perceived conflicts about team selection processes before 

major competitions and an athlete's involvement in conflict during major competition as 

inhibiting their own coaching effectiveness. Taken together, poor-quality relationships and 

interpersonal conflict can increase stress levels in athletes and coaches (e.g. Fletcher et al., 

2012; Hanton et al., 2005; Olusoga et al., 2009) and even lead to quitting the sport (Olusoga 

et al., 2010; Stirling, 2013). Conflict may as well have severe health-related consequences. In 

interaction with other factors, such as a high workload, conflict has shown to increase 

symptoms of athlete burnout and promote maladaptive eating habits (e.g., Shanmugam et al., 

2013, 2014; Smith, Gustafsson, & Hassmén, 2010; Tabei, Fletcher, & Goodger, 2012). 

However, it is important to keep in mind that multiple variables account for the development 

of psychological disorders, such as self-esteem, depressive symptoms, perfectionism and 

attachment (Shanmugam et al., 2013, 2014; Stirling & Kerr, 2008).  

 In contrast, interpersonal conflict may also facilitate personal growth and skill 

development, therefore lead to positive outcomes (Tamminen et al., 2013). Thus, athletes 

reported becoming more aware of their strengths, gaining perspective about their sport and 

viewing adversity as an ongoing journey. Additionally, athletes seemed to improve their 

social interactions, were more often willing to help and showed more appreciation for 

significant others. Overall, it is particularly important to consider positive aspects of conflict 

in order to challenge the negative connotation of the concept just as to develop a more 

effective approach to conflict management. For future studies, we suggest to take research on 

resilience into consideration as the important role of social support and high quality 

relationships in buffering effects on negative stress responses and increasing individuals’ 

resilience to adversity has been documented recently (Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014).  
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Interpersonal consequences  

Conflict may also have interpersonal or relational consequences, such as relationship 

deterioration (e.g., disliking), relationship termination, formation of cliques, low team 

cohesion, deselection, favouritism, quitting a specific team/club and even dropping out of the 

sport (e.g., Antonini-Phillippe & Seiler, 2006; Kristiansen et al., 2012; Paradis et al., 2014a; 

Sullivan & Feltz, 2001; Tamminen et al., 2013). On the other hand, effective conflict solving 

strategies may positively influence relationships and cohesion as common goals can be 

worked out and information about one another is shared, leading to a better understanding of 

each other (e.g., Sullivan & Feltz, 2001). 

Performance consequences 

Finally, performance also seems to be affected by conflict; Mellalieu et al. (2013) 

found a moderate negative influence of interpersonal conflict on individual and team 

performance during major competitions. As pointed out previously, data was collected from a 

variety of sport participants, including coaches, managers and other staff members besides 

athletes. It therefore is possible that the negative effect of conflict on performance was 

alleviated by non-athlete participants and would have been greater when analysing athletes' 

data only. This assumption is supported by reports of adolescent athletes who reported a 

decrease in performance after intra-team conflict (Patridge & Knapp, 2015) as well as by 

high-profile athletes who were asked to identify factors influencing their performance at 

major competitions. Interviewees who previously failed in those major events mentioned the 

perceived negative impact of issues with coaches, team members and the support network 

more often than successful athletes (e.g., Gould et al., 2002; Greenleaf et al., 2001). 

Nevertheless, also positive outcomes of conflict can be found in the literature; for example, 

setting up improved training schedules, being more motivated and engaged in practice, or 

feeling more focused on the task ahead may foster an athlete's performance (Holt et al., 2012; 

Mellalieu et al., 2013).  

However, overall the negative consequences of ongoing dysfunctional interpersonal 

conflict seem to be more severe than positive ones may be helpful, e.g., when comparing 

increased performance (Paradis et al., 2014a) with heightened stress and health problems 

(Shanmugam et al., 2013, Tamminen et al., 2013). Hence, preventing conflict and 

maintaining a high-quality, effective relationship between athletes and their coaches, 

teammates or support network should be emphasized and facilitated. A recent field study 

conducted by Musculus, Nau, Lobinger, and Raab (2015) concerning the assessment of 
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psychological variables for diagnostic processes in youth soccer pointed out that cooperation 

and conflict behaviours are indeed important variables in applied sport psychology as they 

are taken into account by youth coaches regarding talent selection processes. It will be 

interesting to see which findings originate from this line of research in future. 

1.3. Chapter Conclusion 

In summary, previous research building upon Jowett’s model 3C+1C model of coach-

athlete relationships (e.g., Jowett, 2005) mainly focused on the characteristics, development 

and enhancement of coach-athlete relationships (e.g., Jowett, 2017, Jowett & Carpenter, 

2015; Rhind & Jowett, 2012) as well as potential outcomes of high-/low-quality relationships 

(e.g., Adie & Jowett, 2010; Jowett, 2009; Shanmugam & Jowett, 2013), but has not yet 

systematically investigated potentially disruptive interpersonal processes within this working 

partnership. While the wider coaching and sport psychology literature indeed considered 

negative interpersonal processes, these have mainly been looked at from a perspective of 

power abuse and/or autocratic leadership styles, such as controlling coaching behaviours, 

emotional abuse micro-aggression (e.g., Bartholomew et al., 2009; Metzger & Gearity, 2017; 

Purdy et al., 2008; Stirling & Kerr, 2009). In contrast to these concepts, however, conflict is a 

natural process occurring in any kind of relationship (Canary, 2008) which might well be 

perceived as negative, yet does not necessarily lead to such detrimental outcomes as 

associated with abusive or controlling behaviours (e.g., ill-being, loss of motivation; 

Tamminen et al., 2013). Based on the conflict literature outside sport (e.g., Jehn, 1997), 

conflict may even present an opportunity for improved communication and understanding 

and thus, enhance problem-solving as well as relationship quality if managed constructively. 

To facilitate systematic research on interpersonal conflict within sport relationships, a 

preliminary conceptual framework of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships was 

proposed. Guided by relevant, research surrounding the concept of interpersonal conflict, the 

content and nature of conflict was discussed as were conflict determinants and consequences 

within the sport settings. In addition, approaches to prevent and manage interpersonal conflict 

were outlined and integrated into the proposed framework. Considering this body of work, it 

can be noted that most of the research within sports to date helped identifying factors which 

may lead to conflict and advised on a range of measures to avoid potential detrimental 

outcomes of such serious disputes (e.g., Holt et al., 2012; Jowett, 2003; Mellalieu et al., 

2013). In contrast to the general literature, sport research still draws a rather dysfunctional 

picture of interpersonal conflict without investigating the actual conflict event itself.  
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However, the lack of a clear conceptualisation and operationalization of conflict 

within the context of sport relationships makes it difficult to conduct systematic research 

within the area as well as it impedes the comparison of findings previous studies have 

generated. Thus, it has prevented researchers to develop a sound body of theoretical, 

empirical and practical knowledge around coach-athlete conflict. Therefore, a definition and 

conceptual framework (Figure 1.2) of conflict within sport relationships were proposed and 

are expected to offer guidance for future research efforts. The generated findings of this 

research are likely to be more focused as well as more consistent and less controversial since 

researchers have a conceptual and operational map to guide them. Accordingly, the proposed 

conceptualization of interpersonal conflict in sports formed the foundation for the empirical 

research presented within this thesis and as such contributed to the development (e.g., 

interview schedules; item development) and analyses (e.g., coding schemes, modelling) of 

the individual studies. Nonetheless, it needs to be acknowledged that the proposed conceptual 

framework only offers a rough skeleton of the conflict process within sport relationships. 

Therefore, the literature on conflict within social and organisational environments should be 

consulted to facilitate an in-depth understanding of the complex processes that shape the 

course and characteristics of conflict in sports, including coaches and athletes’ emotional, 

cognitive and behavioural experiences. That there is an enormous empirical scope for future 

research endeavours though is beyond doubt, areas of inquiry addressed within this thesis are:  
 

1) Coaches’ and athletes’ experiences of interpersonal conflict, e.g.,  

• How do coaches and athletes perceive conflict on an emotional, cognitive and 

behavioural level?  

• What are the characteristics and content of coach-athlete conflict? 

• What factors contribute to an onset and shape the process of interpersonal conflict 

in coach-athlete relationships? 

• How do coaches and athletes aim to prevent and manage conflict, and which 

consequences do they experience as a result of conflict? 
 

2) Third parties’ involvement in coach-athlete conflict, e.g., 

• How can sport psychologists support coaches and athletes in their attempts to 

prevent and manage conflict? 

• Which barriers to constructive conflict management are experienced? 
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While these questions can be explored using a qualitative research approach, the development 

and validation of a psychometric tool which assesses coaches and athletes’ conflict 

experiences further permits investigations into the relationships between potential conflict 

determinants, individuals’ responses and perceived consequences of conflict. Therefore, the 

final research interest addressed within this thesis is the development of a questionnaire 

assessing coach-athlete conflict, based on Barki and Hartwick’s (2004) multidimensional 

definition of conflict this instrument is expected to show a hierarchical structure with the 

three second-order factors of conflict emotions, cognition and behaviours. Potential findings 

utilizing this instrument may provide the knowledge necessary to develop and test sport 

psychology interventions which are aiming at improving coaches and athletes’ skills to 

prevent and/or manage interpersonal conflict. Overall, research in the area of coach-athlete 

conflict has distinct practical applications which are greatly related to the development of an 

effective and healthy coaching environments where conflict is contained and managed well.  
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Methodology and Research Outline 

Before delving any deeper into the current research project, it is important to clarify 

some of the philosophical and methodological underpinnings that guided this work. 

Therefore, this chapter will provide a short introduction into pragmatism as a research 

philosophy and its implications for designing and conducting research within social and 

behavioural science. Based thereon, an overview the research project will be presented 

including design, methods, and ethical considerations; special attention will be paid to why a 

mixed-method approach has been deemed appropriate for this line of inquiry. 

Over the last decades much time has been spent on an ongoing debate about the 

appropriateness of mixing quantitative and qualitative methods within social and behavioural 

science (e.g., Morgan, 2007, 2014; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Although it seems to be a 

non-argument on a superficial level as to whether words and numbers can be combined 

(Howe, 1988), the actual debate evolves around the philosophical underpinnings of respective 

research approaches. Thus, researchers’ responses to questions about the nature of truth, 

reality and knowledge are thought to guide decisions in regards to research questions, design 

and methods. According to Sparkes (2015), this argument is predominantly carried out 

between pragmatists who encourage the use of multiple methods within one or across 

multiple studies, and purists who reject the compatibility of qualitative and quantitative 

methods. Sparkes supports the “incompatibility thesis” and agrees with Willig (2001; cited 

from Sparkes, 2015) in that “not all research methods are compatible with all paradigmatic 

assumptions and all methodologies.” This argument is based on the assumption that research 

questions and methods within social and behavioural sciences are grounded in a fixed set of 

beliefs in regards to the researcher’s ontology, epistemology and methodology (e.g., 

McGannon & Schweinbenz, 2011; Morgan, 2007; Smith & Caddick, 2012). Thus, purists 

suggest that researchers’ ontological views (i.e., What is the nature of reality?) directly 

influence their epistemological assumptions (i.e., What is truth? What is the nature of 

knowledge and how it can be created?), and as such determine their methodological choices 

(e.g., quantitative versus qualitative data; Morgan, 2007).  

Within this ‘metaphysical paradigm’ (Morgan, 2007) a variety of views about the 

nature of reality and truth exist; traditionally strong positions within this paradigm are these 

of (post-)positivist and constructivists/interpretivists (e.g., Biddle, Markland, Gilbourne, 

Chatzisarantis, & Sparkes, 2011; Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2011; McGannon & 

Schweinbenz, 2011; Morgan, 2007). Broken down into very simple words, advocates of 
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positivism largely utilize quantitative methods in order to gather (valid and reliable) 

knowledge about the “world as it is” and as such believe in the existence of an objective 

reality and truth (e.g., Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2011; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). In 

contrast, constructivists mainly rely on qualitative methods grounded in the assumption that 

knowledge is formed by lived experiences within a certain context (e.g., including 

sociocultural influences, social interaction) and therefore support the idea of subjective 

realities based on individuals’ interpretation of events (e.g., Smith & Caddick, 2012; Smith & 

McGannon, 2017). 

Unfortunately, the engagement in these contrasting views of the world has formed 

major communication barriers between researchers on either side (e.g., Hagger & 

Chatzisarantis, 2011; Morgan, 2007). By continuously highlighting differences between the 

paradigms a sharp split has been created between research groups which led to an ongoing, 

rather political driven (Feilzer, 2010), contest as to which approach should be preferred over 

the other, often referred to as “paradigm war” (e.g., Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Feilzer 

(2010) further criticized that this paradigmatic thinking inhibits curious and creative research 

and as such constraints research development. Nevertheless, this gap may be overcome in 

future by exploring connections between these different paradigms (e.g., ensuring high 

quality research, meaning making based on personal worldviews, using objective data 

through observation; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004), as well as by engaging in constructive 

debates around research findings in order to identify meaningful research avenues (Morgan, 

2007). 

Over the last decades, scholars forwarded pragmatism as a ‘logical and practical 

alternative’ (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 17) and a ‘direct challenge’ (Morgan, 2007) 

to the metaphysical paradigm that can bridge the gap between qualitative and quantitative 

methods and provides a foundation for integrative research (e.g., Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004, p.24) by focusing on lines of action and the workability of outcomes rather than 

abstract schemes (Morgan, 2007). Correspondingly, Biesta (2010) states that “engagement in 

philosophical activity should be done to address problems rather than build systems” (p. 97). 

Though often criticized for promoting a ‘whatever works’ approach to research that lacks 

philosophical consideration (cf. Morgan, 2007; Sparkes, 2015), pragmatism in itself has 

previously been considered as an alternative epistemological paradigm (Hall, 2013) and 

represents a historically established philosophy of knowledge construction shaped by John 

Dewey (e.g., 1931; Giacobbi, Poczwardowski, & Hager, 2005). 
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2.1. Pragmatism as a Research Philosophy and Paradigm 

“To a pragmatist, the mandate of science is not to find truth or reality, the existence of which 

are perpetually in dispute, but to facilitate human problem-solving.”  

(Powell, 2001, p.884) 

Pragmatism as a ‘third wave philosophy’ (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005) abandons the 

everlasting debate about the nature of truth and reality by focusing on knowledge 

construction through human experiences (e.g., Biesta, 2010; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). 

Pragmatists postulate that while all our experiences are indeed real (Biesta, 2010), 

considerations about the nature of reality are not of practical significance as individuals hold 

their own interpretations of the world they live in (Feilzer, 2005; Giacobbi et al., 2005; 

Morgan, 2007), which stands in stark contrast to the metaphysical paradigm. Although 

pragmatists do not reject the idea of a real world that influences our personal experiences, 

their emphasis lies on the construction of knowledge as a function of action and consequence 

within a given context (Morgan, 2014). In line with that, experimentation has been regarded 

as the ‘means to discover truth’ (Hedeen, 2005). However, pragmatists never deem truth an 

external entity that can be discovered, but rather consider human experience as an inseparable 

part of a changing world; experiences are a both-way transaction between the organism (e.g., 

human) and environment (i.e., ‘real’ world), for which pragmatism has also been referred to 

as transactional realism. Biesta (2010) summarizes “we are not spectators of a finished 

universe but participants in an ever evolving, unfinished universe”, and as such closes the 

world-mind gap.  

 According to the pragmatic philosophy of knowledge construction by Dewey (1931), 

experiences can be explained by a cyclical process in which beliefs about a situation inform 

actions which lead to consequences. The interpretation of these events may then create new 

or alter existing beliefs referred to as warranted assertion or knowledge (Morgan, 2014). 

Specifically, experiences can be simple habits (i.e., previous experiences are sufficient to deal 

with a given situation), or may require inquiry - a process of reflection and conscious 

decision-making when facing more challenging problems that cannot be solved with prior 

knowledge (Morgan, 2014; the five steps of inquiry are displayed in Figure 2.1). Pragmatists 

further acknowledge that experiences, and as such knowledge, are always shaped by 

situational, historical and sociocultural influences and therefore context-specific (Hedeen, 

2005; Morgan, 2014). Subsequently, beliefs are always uncertain and knowing can only be 

achieved by acting as the meaning of any action can only be judged by its actual 
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consequences (e.g., Morgan, 2007, 2014; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). However, mental 

rehearsal of potential actions and their consequences forms an integral part of intelligent 

inquiry (Biesta, 2010) which permits valuable predictions about the consequences of future 

events, and therefore facilitates informed decision making (Morgan, 2014).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

This process of inquiry closely resembles the process of research, and indeed, pragmatists 

view research as a more carefully thought through, structured approach to inquiry compared 

to everyday problem-solving (Morgan, 2014). Thus, it is not surprising that scholar of various 

backgrounds forward pragmatism as a philosophical foundation for mixed-method and also 

mono-method research (e.g., Feilzer, 2010; Hedeen, 2005; Howe, 1988; Giacobbi et al., 

2005; Morgan, 2014; Powell, 2001). By acknowledging both, the assumption that a world 

independent of our understanding exists (i.e., positivism) as well as that our world is created 

by our own interpretations of it (i.e., constructivism), pragmatic researchers can combine the 

strengths of qualitative and quantitative methods and create more comprehensive 

understanding of the phenomenon under investigation (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). 

Indeed, Geertz postulates that “social researchers must employ both ‘experience-near’ 

concepts and ‘experience-distant’ concepts to arrive at an adequate understanding” (Howe, 

1988, p. 14). Thus, rather than ontological and epistemological beliefs, the research purpose 

guides the questions asked and methods used (Biesta, 2010) shifting the focus to what is a 

Figure 2.1. Dewey’s model of inquiry (Morgan, 2014). 
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meaningful inquiry is, why one method might be chosen above another, and what 

implications this might have (Morgan, 2014). This freedom of inquiry allows researchers to 

investigate issues that are deemed important within a specific research group or community 

in the way considered most appropriate (Morgan, 2014). Deciding upon meaningful inquiries 

and appropriate methods, thus, becomes a matter of mutual exchange and shared 

understanding, thereby fostering communication among researchers as well with individuals 

who are to apply respective findings (e.g., Biesta, 2010; Giacobbi et al., 2005; Morgan, 

2007). Hence, the quality of research may not only be judged based on stringent procedure 

(e.g., critical peers, validity, or reliability), but also based on its practicality as well as social 

and moral consequences (e.g., Giacobbi et al., 2005).  

2.2. A ‘Pragmatic’ Overview of this PhD Research Project  

In line with the previously provided introduction to pragmatism, several elements of 

the present PhD research project require further considerations, these include – first and 

foremost – the project’s purpose and research question, but also the research design and 

methods employed as well as ethical consideration and expected outcomes. 

Research purpose  

As pointed out above, it is the priority given to the research topic that distinguishes 

pragmatism from other, more established research paradigms (e.g., constructivism, post-/ 

positivism). Indeed, every inquiry, including research, starts with identifying a meaningful 

problem which is driven by practical, social and moral concerns. Further, rather than the 

individual deciding upon such an inquiry, it is a community of researchers and/or 

practitioners who, after debate and careful contemplation, propose questions they deem worth 

answering (e.g., Giacobbi et al., 2005; Morgan, 2007, 2014). This has not been any different 

for the current project as it is well embedded into a continuous stream of research on 

interpersonal processes within sports, a significant part of which is focusing on coach-athlete 

interaction (e.g., Jowett and colleagues, 2003, 2016; Smoll, Smith, Curtis, & Hunt, 1978). 

Within this particular area, scholars identified negative interpersonal processes to be of 

special interest due to their potential detrimental effects on performance and wellbeing (e.g., 

Bartholomew et al., 2009; Bloom, Heelis, & Caron, 2017; Jowett, 2003; Paradis et al., 2014a; 

Stirling and Kerr, 2008). This line of research has also been integrated into, for example, 

coach education and athlete development initiatives (e.g., The Aspire program/UK Sports; 

Tandem). The particular focus on conflict within coach-athlete relationship can further be 

justified by the high prevalence of interpersonal conflict between sport participants (e.g., 
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Mellalieu et al., 2013) and the challenge conflict often poses to those who experience it. 

Moreover, inquiries about conflict and its management lend themselves to pragmatic research 

as they are problem-solving processes in nature (Hedeen, 2005). Lastly, it needs to be 

acknowledged that the overarching idea of the research project had been decided by the 

funding body (Loughborough University) and its leading researchers (Prof Jowett, Prof 

Harwood) as it is often the case within social and behavioural sciences (Feilzer, 2010). 

Nevertheless, the definition of individual research questions (second step of pragmatic 

inquiry), and appropriate methods (third step; partly outline below) are the result of an 

ongoing dialogue between the involved researchers in response to knowledge development 

and practical considerations. 

Research design  

While - or because of the fact that - methodological choices are not bound to 

ontological and epistemological constraints (cf. metaphysical paradigm; Morgan, 2007, 

2014), they require careful consideration and planning in regards to design as well as data 

collection and analyses. Considering the research design, integrative approaches are offering 

an attractive way forward to gain a holistic understanding for the phenomenon under 

investigation (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Various mixed-model (i.e. combining 

quantitative and qualitative methods within or over stages of research process; e.g., 

quantitative design and data, qualitative analysis) and mixed-method (i.e., quantitative and 

qualitative phases in overall project) designs have been suggested by Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie (2004).  

In view of the major shortcomings of systematic research on coach-athlete conflict 

and the absence of a context-specific psychometric tool to assess conflict, a sequential mixed-

method (QUAL – quant) design has been chosen for this project. This specific design 

supported an inductive-deductive approach in regards to theory formation and testing (i.e. 

abductive reasoning). An extensive review (chapter I) of the relevant qualitative and 

quantitative conflict literature within and outside sport led to the development of a 

comprehensive framework of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships (Figure 1.2; p. 23) 

which guided further qualitative investigations on the nature and management of coach-

athlete conflict (chapters III and IV). These qualitative studies were intended to 1) gauge the 

framework’s utility, and to 2) extend and improve it. In order to gain a holistic picture of 

coach-athlete conflict various stakeholders (e.g., coaches, athletes, sport psychology 

practitioners) were integrated into this phase of the research process. As a result of these 
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research endeavours, an altered model of the nature of coach-athlete conflict was proposed 

which formed the foundation of the quantitative phase of this PhD research (Figure 3.4.1.1; p. 

67). Thus, the final study was designed to develop a psychometric instrument assessing 

coaches and athletes’ responses to conflict. An important consideration prior to the study was 

the relevance of such a questionnaire for both, researchers and sport practitioners. Therefore, 

the desired questionnaire was intended to assess constructive as well as dysfunctional 

responses to conflict to offer a clear distinction between such responses and their 

consequences for future research, as well as to raise individuals’ awareness for behaviour 

options in response to conflict (chapter V). Finally, this research informed an evidence-based 

framework of interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete relationships (Figure 6.2.1; p. 155) that 

is expected to facilitate future research in the area, as well as a framework which offers 

practical guidance to sport participants through conflict management (Figure 6.3.1; p. 164). 

Research context and participants 

According to pragmatism the context in which inquiry and action occur plays a crucial 

part in forming experience or knowledge (e.g., Hedeen, 2005; Morgan, 2014). This notion is 

supported by recent work within conflict research which strongly indicates that ones’ 

upbringing within a certain cultural system (e.g., individualism/collectivism; religion) shapes 

individuals’ experiences and responses to disagreements and disputes (e.g., Holt & DeVore, 

2005; Paletz et al., 2014; Zang, Ting-Toomey, & Oetzel, 2014); thus, coaches and athletes 

from different parts of the world are likely to respond to conflict rather differently. The 

current study, therefore, offers insights into conflict experiences of individuals who are 

involved in Western European performance sport systems (i.e., UK, Germany). Traditionally, 

performance sport has been an integral part of both countries’ culture and as such not only 

receives great public attention, but can also build on professional organisational structures 

(e.g., NGBs, Olympic training centres) and large financial support (e.g., lottery, public 

finances/taxes) to produce long-lasting sporting success (Houlihan & Zheng, 2013). Thus, the 

performance environment in which the majority of participants was involved most likely 

played a role in shaping their conflict experiences. The high number of organizational 

stressors linked to the above described sport systems (e.g., Arnold & Fletcher, 2012; Arnold, 

Fletcher, & Daniels, 2016) has been emphasized as a factor that impacts on interpersonal 

processes between sport participants (e.g., Fletcher, Rumbold, Tester, & Coombes, 2011; 

Thelwell, Wagstaff, Rayner, Chapman, & Barker, 2016). More detailed information about 

participants and potential contextual influences is provided within the respective chapters. 
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Ethics 
Lastly, approval from the Loughborough University ethics committee was obtained 

for all presented studies. Prior to data collection all participants were provided with a detailed 

information sheet about the respective study. These included purpose and study outline, data 

handling, withdrawal procedures and confidentiality. Participants were further asked to sign 

an informed consent before taking part in the study (see Appendices 1,2,3). If participants 

took part in the online survey, they had to initially confirm the provided information before 

moving on to the actual survey. At the beginning of every interview, which occasionally took 

place via phone or Skype, participants were made aware of audio-recordings made. All audio 

files as well as transcripts were safely stored on password protected computers. Participants 

were informed that the collected data was owned by Loughborough University and only used 

for the purpose of this research. However, the collected and analysed data might be published 

in scientific journals, conference proceedings or within this thesis. Under these 

circumstances, participants were reassured that every effort would be made to keep 

confidentiality and ensure participants’ anonymity, for example, by using pseudonyms or 

codes. Lastly, it needs to be noted that the physical and psychological wellbeing of study 

participants was considered during the design of the study. Considering that conflict, at times, 

can cause major stress and upset, participants were encouraged to stop interviews if perceived 

as emotionally straining, additionally the researcher was well informed about possibilities and 

contact details of pastoral care. However, none of these measures were needed throughout the 

research project. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 53 

 

Chapter III:  

Understanding Interpersonal Conflict – 

Elite Coaches and Athletes’ Perspectives (Study 1) 
 

 

Content 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Method 

3.3 Results and Discussion 

3.3 Part I: Determinants and Circumstances of Conflict 

3.4 Part II: Understanding the Nature of Coach-Athlete Conflict 

3.5 Part III: Managing Interpersonal Conflict in Coach-Athlete Relationships 

3.6 Chapter Summery 

 

 
Publications: 

 
1Wachsmuth, S., Jowett, S., & Harwood, C. (under review). On understanding the nature of 

interpersonal conflict between coaches and athletes. Journal of Sport Sciences. 
 
1Wachsmuth, S., Jowett, S., & Harwood, C. (under review). Managing interpersonal conflict 

in coach-athlete relationships. Sport, Exercise and Performance Psychology.  
 
1Wachsmuth, S., Jowett, S., & Harwood, C. (in preparation). Brief report: Why do they 

always fight? Reasons for coach-athlete conflict. International Journal of Sport and 
Exercise Psychology. 

 
 
 
 
1Footnote

                                            
1 The forthcoming chapter is largely composed of these manuscript as submitted for 
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Understanding Interpersonal Conflict – Elite Coaches and 

Athletes’ Perspectives (Study 1) 

3.1. Introduction 

Over the years, the relevant literature has emphasized an athlete-centred approach 

(e.g., Becker, 2009) and more recently a combined coach-athlete-centred (Jowett, 2017) or 

relational approach to coaching (Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016) has been forwarded. Previous 

research has mainly addressed the benefits of positive, harmonious and stable coach-athlete 

partnerships that promote performances in training and competition (Antonini Philippe & 

Seiler, 2006; Poczwardowski, Barott, & Henschen, 2002) and enhance athletes’ confidence, 

motivation and wellbeing (e.g., Adie & Jowett, 2010; Davis & Jowett, 2014; Jowett, 2008). 

Together, these approaches underline the importance of recognizing and meeting athletes’ 

needs by creating a performance environment that is interpersonal, containing such 

characteristics as support, care, acceptance, trust, commitment and hard-working ethos (e.g., 

Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2012; Felton & Jowett, 2013). While this research collectively 

suggests that high quality relationships are associated with positive outcomes, limited 

research has explored the consequences of less functional coach-athlete relationships (e.g., 

Jowett, 2003). Thus, the majority of literature in this area has focused on negative coaching, 

including controlling, intimidating, and degrading behaviours, which have been associated 

with low athlete satisfaction, sport commitment, performance and mental health (e.g., 

Bartholomew et al., 2009; Gearity & Murray, 2011; Hodge et al., 2008; Shanmugam et al., 

2014).  

Another potentially dysfunctional process within the coach-athlete dyad is 

interpersonal conflict which has been defined as “a situation in which relationship partners 

perceive a disagreement about, for example, values, needs, opinions, or objectives that is 

manifested through negative cognitive, affective, and behavioural reactions.” (Wachsmuth et 

al., 2017, p.87). Recent research indicates that conflict experienced in coach-athlete dyads 

often reflects divergent expectations and a general breakdown of exchanges, leading to 

negative responses such as decreased satisfaction, motivation and relationship effectiveness 

(e.g., Jowett, 2003; Jowett & Carpenter, 2015). Thus, interpersonal disputes may undermine 

effective coach-athlete interactions and can be detrimental to wellbeing, performance and 

optimal sport development if not managed constructively (e.g., Hodge et al., 2008; 

Kristiansen et al., 2012; Mellalieu et al., 2013; Stebbings, Taylor, Spray, & Ntoumanis, 

2012). These disputes may concern a range of topics, such as disagreements about training 
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load or content, underperformance or private life choices (e.g., D’Arripe-Longueville et al., 

1998; Kristiansen et al., 2012), but may also be caused by individual behaviours, such as 

coaches’ rigid and autocratic leadership as well as belittling, volatile or aggressive behaviours 

towards athletes (e.g., D’Arripe-Longueville et al., 1998; Gearity & Metzger, 2017). 

Additionally, external factors such as cultural and social norms, media, sport organizations, 

or other individuals may contribute to disturbances within coach-athlete interactions (e.g., 

Jowett, 2003; Khumotova, 2015; O’Malley et al., 2017). In sum, there is evidence to suggest 

that conflict potential may increase within coach-athlete relationships that lack respect, trust, 

commitment and co-operation (Jowett, 2003, 2009).  

However, while there may be limited evidence available on the determinants and 

outcomes of coach-athlete conflict (e.g., Mellalieu et al., 2013), less is known about conflict 

(e.g., nature of conflict, conflict management) itself. Thus, only a handful of studies have 

examined the experiences of sport participants during ongoing conflict, moreover, this 

research has been carried out within a team context rather than considering the coach-athlete 

dyad (e.g., Leo et al., 2015; Paradis et al., 2014a, 2014b; Partridge & Knapp, 2016). 

Nevertheless, these studies offer first insights into the emotional (e.g., frustration, anger), 

cognitive (e.g., disagreement, blame) and behavioural (e.g., screaming, ignoring) 

manifestations of conflict within sport. These findings also support the differentiation into 

social and task conflict, which has previously been established within the wider conflict 

research (e.g., Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Paradis et al., 2014a, 2014b). This distinction may be 

of particular importance in regards to conflict management as social conflict has been shown 

to be more difficult to resolve due to its emotionally ridden nature (Jehn, 1997). Accordingly, 

it has been suggested that conflict may be best approached in a task-orientated manner by 

focusing on the actual problem rather than on personal attributes of the involved individuals 

(e.g., Holt et al., 2012). However, while conflict prevention and management have been 

deemed important for the maintenance and enhancement of coach-athlete relationship quality 

(Rhind & Jowett, 2010), only little is known about the practical strategies utilized by coaches 

and athletes to constructively approach such difficult interpersonal situations.  

Mellalieu et al. (2013) offered some initial research findings on conflict management 

within sports reporting that sport participants often tried to solve conflict either alone or with 

the help of others, but most frequently withdrew from conflict during major competitions. 

While this pattern may be attributed to the specific contextual circumstances, conflict 

avoidance has been highlighted as a common among athletes, especially of those 

experiencing low-quality or abusive relationships with their coaches (Gearity & Murray, 
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2011; Tamminen et al., 2013), or due to the perceived power relations within the dyad 

(O’Malley et al., 2017). Nevertheless, it needs to be recognized that conflict does not seem to 

be restricted to low quality relationships but may also arise in long-term, high quality and 

successful partnerships. In fact, Baiker and Kelley (1979) suggested that conflict potential is 

higher the closer a relationship as individuals’ vulnerability and dependency on each other 

increase (Stirling & Kerr, 2009). For this reason, it is even more important for coaches and 

athletes to develop skills and strategies to prevent, recognize and effectively manage 

disagreements and interpersonal conflicts.  

Considering the body of literature on conflict within sport, it becomes apparent that 

not only there is a lack of systematic research but moreover, that the available research is 

disjointed and lacks clear conceptual grounds. In an attempt to organize the scattered 

information available, a preliminary conceptual framework of interpersonal conflict in sport 

relationships was proposed within chapter I. The framework displays conflict as a dynamic 

process, whereby external, intra- and interpersonal determinants, as well as conflict 

prevention strategies determine the onset and define the nature of conflict. The nature of 

conflict, specifically, is described in terms of its content (e.g., sport performance) and 

characteristics (e.g., intensity, duration), as well as conflict parties’ (e.g., coaches and 

athletes) emotional, cognitive and behavioural experiences during conflict episodes. It is 

further proposed that the nature of conflict and constructive/unconstructive conflict 

management attempts directly predict conflict outcomes (e.g., performance, relationship, 

wellbeing). The framework, however, only offers a scaffold for future systematic, in-depth 

research which may substantiate and expand the limited understanding that is currently 

available on coach-athlete conflict. Thus, guided by the conceptual framework of 

interpersonal conflict in sport relationships, the current study aimed at investigating coaches 

and athletes’ experiences of conflict within performance sport. Specifically, the study aimed 

to answer the following research questions:  

1) What are the determinants of coach-athlete conflict? 

2) What is the nature of coach-athlete conflict?  

• What are the characteristics and topics of coach-athlete conflict?  

• What are cognitive, emotional and behavioural processes experienced in conflict?  

3) How do coaches and athletes prevent and manage conflict and what consequences do they 

experience as a result of conflict management? 
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3.2. Method 

Participants 

A purposeful sample was drawn for this study consisting of eleven coaches (9 males, 2 

females) and eleven athletes (4 males, 7 females; see table 3.2.1). Participants were chosen 

based on the following inclusion criteria in order to ensure rich, in-depth data: Firstly, 

potential participants were to confirm previous experiences of coach-athlete conflict. In 

addition, coaches and athletes had to be at least 18 years of age as individuals’ maturity is 

interlinked with the development of interpersonal skills and as such with conflict experiences 

(e.g., Birditt & Fingerman, 2005). Lastly, participants were required to perform on national 

level or higher in their respective sports. Overall, participants performed in team (11) and 

individual (11) sports, and competed at national (8) or international (14) level. Participants 

originated from four different countries: Great Britain (19), Romania (1), Slovenia (1), and 

Canada (1), however, all were competent English speakers and part of the British sports 

system.  

Table 3.2.1. Participants demographics 

 Coaches Athletes 

 National Internat.*** National Internat.**** 

Individual* 0 3 4 4 

Team* 3 5 1 2 

Mage 45.80 years (± 10.81) 24.45 years (± 3.31) 

Mexperience 22.91 years (± 12.95) 13.09 years (± 6.19) 
Notes: 
* Individual sports: gymnastics, swimming, athletics, trampoline, canoeing;  
** Team sports: rugby, cricket, volleyball, curling, netball & field hockey;  
*** Breakdown coaches: 8 at World Cup level of which 5 coached Para-/Olympic level athletes;  
**** Breakdown athletes: 6 competed in international competitions (e.g., Nation Cups, Commonwealth Games) 
of which 3 participated also at World Cup level 

Data collection procedure 

After approval was obtained from the ethics committee of the researchers' institution, 

potential interviewees were contacted via standardized emails which provided information 

about the purpose, requirements and ethical considerations of the study. Once participants 

consented to participate in the study, they were requested to supply their availability and a 

convenient location for the interview. They were informed that the interviews would be 

audio-recorded. Short screening questionnaires were used to access demographic data, such 
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as personal information (e.g., age, gender), sport (e.g., performance level, training) and 

conflict experience (“How often have you experienced conflict with your athlete?”). The 

interview guide (see Appendix 1) consisted of 26 questions based on a comprehensive review 

of the literature in and outside the sport domain. Five topics were covered: 1) Sport 

experience and coach-athlete relationship, 2) interpersonal conflict/concept, 3) determinants, 

4) conflict experience, and 5) outcomes. All interviews were conducted by myself the author 

of this thesis. My personal active involvement in a range of sports (e.g., equestrian, triathlon, 

lacrosse) and the resulting understanding of performance sport environments facilitated open 

conversations with coaches and athletes, and provided the necessary contextual awareness to 

appropriately prompt participants’ responses in order to gain in-depth information. Reflective 

notes were kept throughout data collection to reflect upon individual interviews. 

At the start of the interview, coaches and athletes were encouraged to share insights 

about their personal development within sports and experiences in different coach-athlete 

relationships in order to build rapport. They were further asked what conflict meant for them 

personally to establish a shared understanding about the concept between researcher and 

participant (e.g., “What does coach-athlete conflict mean to you? “). Next, various topics of 

conflict were explored (e.g., “What is conflict with your coach/athlete generally about?”), 

thus, stimulating participants’ recall of multiple situations in which they experienced conflict. 

This was important as the following section focused on a specific conflict event which the 

interviewee identified as significant and described in rich detail (e.g., “Please think back to a 

situation in which you experienced conflict with your coach/athlete, can you find a specific 

event that you recall vividly? Tell me about it.”). Afterwards, participants were asked more 

specific questions in which they could draw on various conflict experiences. These questions 

covered, for example, the nature of conflict (e.g., “What are typical behaviours you show 

during conflict?”), focused on its prevention and management (e.g., “How do you try to 

prevent conflict with your coach/athlete?”, “How was the conflict managed?”), and inquired 

about conflict consequences (e.g., “What happened after the conflict?”). Participants had an 

opportunity to draw upon other conflict experiences they have had with coaches or athletes in 

the past (e.g., “Can you remember an incident in which conflict led to positive outcomes?”). 

At the end of the interview, all participants were invited to comment on any thoughts or 

information on the topic that had not been shared yet. It needs to be noted that the semi-

structured nature of the interview allowed for some degree of flexibility, thus, even though all 

areas of interest were covered in each interview, the order of the questions and prompts may 

have differed (e.g., Sparkes & Smith, 2014). This approach ensured flowing conversations in 
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which participants felt comfortable and motivated to share their experiences (Smith & 

Caddick, 2012). Interviews were carried out face-to-face, with the exception of one coach 

who was located in a distant part of the country. When it became evident that no new 

information emerged from the interviews, data collection was terminated.  

Data analysis  

Interviews lasted from 45 minutes to 2 hours 15 minutes (Mcoaches = 80.00 min; 

Mathletes = 73.00 min) and were transcribed utilizing the f4transkript software (dr. dresing & 

pehl GmbH; version f4, 2015), all interviews added up to a total of 888 pages of double-

spaced text. A “directed content analysis” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) approach was used to 

gain an understanding of the data as previous research (e.g., Holt et al., 2012; Paradis et al., 

2014) provided initial insight into the area of inquiry (Biddle, Markland, Gilbourne, 

Chatzisarantis, & Sparkes, 2001). According to Hsieh and Shannon (2005) a directed 

approach to content analyses aims to “extend conceptually a theoretical framework or theory” 

(p. 1281). Such an approach aligns with the present study as it aimed to corroborate and 

further extend the conceptual framework of conflict in sport relationships (chapter I; 

Wachsmuth et al., 2017). This framework provided a rudimentary coding scheme for the 

deductive part of the data analyses that included 1) conflict determinants (e.g., external, intra-

, and interpersonal), 2) conflict nature (e.g., topics and characteristics, as well as emotional, 

cognitive and behavioural responses), 3) conflict prevention, 4) conflict management, and 5) 

conflict outcomes (e.g., performance, intra- and interpersonal outcomes). Further sub-

categories and themes were added inductively throughout the analytical process (cf., Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005; Krane, Andersen, & Strean, 1997). A combination of a deductive and 

inductive analyses allowed the authors to make sense of the participants’ accounts by 

drawing parallels to existing findings (e.g., Mellalieu et al., 2013) as well as by adding further 

insights and details around the phenomenon under study. 

The process of data analyses was informed by established recommendations on 

content analysis (e.g., Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Thus, the researcher initially aimed to 

immerse fully in the collected data by re-listening to the audio-files, reading the manuscripts 

and annotating and highlighting the transcripts. Second, the highlighted quotes and excerpts 

were organized deductively into the main categories as outlined in the coding scheme (e.g., 

conflict determinants/external factors; conflict nature/ topics; conflict management, etc.), this 

process has been called “deductive category application” (Mayring, 2000, cited in Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005). Subsequently, data analyses within these main categories were conducted 
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inductively, dividing the data further into sub-categories and themes (e.g., sport-related 

conflict, conflict management barriers). Inductive and deductive categories have been marked 

throughout the results sections. All steps of data analysis were initially carried out 

individually for each participant, thereafter a cross-case analysis was conducted for coaches 

and athletes separately before finally comparing the sub-samples. This comparison was 

facilitated by visually displaying the identified sub-/categories and themes across coaches and 

athletes. Mapping the data further enabled the researcher to gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the collected information by drawing associations between the individual 

themes and to the existing literature (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). However, Hsieh and 

Shannon warned that a directed approach to content analysis may make researchers prone to 

an over-identification of theory-supportive compared to non-supportive themes and blind for 

contextual influences. Being aware of this limitation, the authors made every effort to 

approach data with the open mind-set necessary to identify non-theory conforming themes 

within the participants’ reports which resulted in the reconsideration of the original aspects 

the framework that guided this study (e.g., management strategies, management barriers). To 

ensure further rigor within the analytical process, critical thinking and reflection of the 

researcher were facilitated by the PhD supervisors who continuously challenged 

interpretations and offered different perspectives to the data. As part of this process, they also 

reviewed the data categorization; resulting differences were resolved through critical 

discussions as well as by consulting conflict literature outside sport (e.g., Fincham et al., 

1990; Sanford, 2012). Finally, the research findings are illustrated using codes with examples 

as well as descriptive evidence as it has been recommended by Hsieh and Shannon (2005). In 

order to facilitate understanding of the rather large amount of data, the results have been 

broken down into the three research questions stated within the introduction of this chapter. 

Thus, a ‘results and discussion’ section will be presented separately for the 1) conflict 

determinants and onset, 2) conflict nature, and 3) conflict prevention, management and 

outcomes. All of these section form parts of manuscripts that have been prepared for 

publication within scientific journals, please refer to the title page of this chapter for complete 

references. 

3.3. Part I: Determinants and Circumstances of Interpersonal Conflict 

3.3.1 Results 

The category of conflict determinants covers attributes that increase the likelihood of 

and impact on the severity of conflict within coach-athlete relationships across the three sub-
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categories of intra- and interpersonal, as well as external factors (all deductive), while conflict 

onset (inductive) describes the immediate circumstances and initiation of conflict. 

Conflict determinants 

Intrapersonal factors. Conflict determinants related to an individual’s characteristics 

and skills were classified as intrapersonal factors, they may be distinguished in situational 

and stable attributes. Situational characteristics were most frequently mentioned and included 

low mood, low morale or lack of purpose, open negative self-talk, feelings of embarrassment 

or failure, and perceived levels of pressure and stress. For example, coaches explained they 

had to “keep pushing and pushing to try to get results” while realizing that they could “only 

push so much [as] at some point something will snap” (C9, male). Thus, coaches’ failure to 

apply the right amount of pressure and challenge was identified as a significant source of 

conflict. 

Further, stable characteristics contributing to an onset and intensity of conflict 

included gender (e.g., stereotypes), age/maturity (e.g., self-regulation ability), personality 

(e.g., stubbornness, temper), personal and professional experiences (e.g., family background, 

international sport experience), ongoing health conditions (e.g., long-term injury, anxiety), as 

well as interpersonal skills (e.g., ability to form relationships) and an individual’s tendency to 

react to conflict (e.g., positive, unpleasant, approach versus avoidant). Coach 10 (male) 

described “I'm a very red personality type, a driver-personality type, so not only do I wanna 

get it done, but I wanna get it done now and I wanna get it done my way” and Athlete 5 

(female) extended "I am older and more aware of things and I am stubborn and it’s difficult 

to make me do things I don’t want to do or that I am afraid of." These intrapersonal 

characteristics of were perceived to have a direct link to interpersonal factors that might 

increase conflict within a coach-athlete dyad. 

Interpersonal factors. Interpersonal sources of conflict were often associated with 

coach-athlete relationship quality (e.g., trust, commitment), communication (e.g., tone, 

content) and ambiguous goals, norms or roles. Coach 10 (male) noted that if only little 

conflict was experienced “there was much more of a business attitude going into the 

partnership, an understanding that we weren't going in building a friendship, we were going 

in building a - this is the goal and this is how we want to accomplish the goal - kind of 

relationship.” While in established and effective relationships conflicts often occurred as 

coaches and athletes did not address problems early on to avoid hurting the other, low quality 

coach-athlete relationships were marked by conflict due to lacking trust and openness as well 
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as a general dissatisfaction with quality and quantity of interpersonal communication. An 

important part of coach-athlete communication has frequently caused conflict to erupt was 

negative or harsh feedback, for example Coach 9 (male) has “seen many coaches who just 

immediately will have conflict just by saying the wrong thing […] if you belittle them, if you 

are sarcastic, that can cause a problem” and admitted “lack of praise” by not being 

“motivating enough and constantly picking the faults.” Further to this, coaches’ controlling 

and autocratic leadership was frequently reported as a potential cause of conflict, so 

described Coach 2 (male) a former colleague: “He was in conflict with everybody to show his 

power [...] he didn't like to be questioned.” Further, athletes in this study suggested “you 

don't want to have conflict with coaches essentially because they are the ones that can 

heavily influence or even decide your future in your sport” (A1, male). Thus, athletes 

perceived little confidence to address this type of constant friction of “not seeing eye to eye” 

(A10, male), even though overpowering, controlling and autocratic coaching behaviours were 

perceived as conflict promoting. On the other hand, while one athlete alone may not feel able 

to address these conflicts, Athlete 6 (female) mentioned that “teammates can influence you, 

because I think almost at times we kind of unite against the coach [...] if there is a conflict it 

sometimes can bring the team together.” Hence, interpersonal conflict was perceived to 

potentially spread from a single dyad to parts of or even a whole squad and therefore became 

more intense (team processes). Coach 4 (male) explained how they were especially worried 

about conflict contagion when using indirect paths of communication as these, on one hand, 

left space for interpretation and misunderstandings, and on the other, were hard to control: 

Now with Whatsapp, with twitter groups, with Facebook groups, with social 
media, the message, communication happens on all sorts of media and it can 
really kill what you are trying to do, because it's too easy to just to send one 
text message to ten people about an issue. 

External factors. The majority of participants viewed private problems related to 

family, occupation, or education, as distracting one's focus away from the sport and thus, 

stirring and increasing conflict in the coach-athlete relationship:  

I know immediately when things are wrong in the gym cause something is 
wrong at home, divorce, family break up and stuff, that all has an effect on 
their training […] As kids get older it's never the actual training that is the 
problem, it's always something outside, lack of money, lack of support, 
problems. (C9, male) 

Moreover, the time of the season seemed to play a detrimental role in terms of frequency and 

severity of conflicts as it directly reflected the pressure and stress put on athletes and coaches. 
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Athlete 6 (female) explained “By Christmas people are tired, things have happened, they will 

be thinking that some people are working harder than others, we will have lost some games, I 

think that's a prime-time.” 

Additionally, coaches and athletes indicated that external parties, like other coaches, 

parents, significant others or higher ranked clubs contributed to experiences of conflict within 

coach-athlete relationships. The involvement of third parties during the course of conflict 

increased its complexity and the difficulty of conflict resolution. Further, participants 

explicitly discussed the sport culture and system (e.g., male dominated; individual vs. team 

sports), as well as the level of professionalism as sources of conflict (e.g., Paralympic sport). 

It became apparent that sport organizations, such as NGBs, may cause conflict between 

coaches and athletes through the manner they defined the sport set-up. Athlete 10 (female) 

explained how their NGB changed the competition structure with which “coaches [were] 

quite annoyed”, and which lead to conflict when “coaches [were] trying to change things, but 

athletes [weren’t] adapting as quick”, thus blaming conflict on system changes introduced by 

a “person sat up in some meeting room." Lastly, considering the sociocultural background, 

participants referred to language barriers, social norms and stereotypes, differing values or 

interpersonal styles: 

We had a coach from the eastern bloc […] the grasp of the English language 
is sometimes an issue because sometimes the way he would say something came 
across very abrupt [...] there is conflict in terms of building the relationship 
[...] the impression I'm getting is that they have a very strong belief on the way 
things have to be done, a strong regime and they won't move very much from 
it. (C7, male) 

Conflict onset 

Conflict onset covers the two sub-categories of conflict circumstances and initiation. 

While conflict determinants refer to the underlying causes of conflict and factors that 

influence its course, the onset of conflict concerns an “instigating event” (Fincham et al., 

1990), caused by behaviours that are contrary to existing norms and expectations. Thus, 

conflict may erupt suddenly due to a specific trigger in the environment, but can also build up 

on intrapersonal conflict, disagreements, or a slow decrease in relationship quality. 

Participants outlined a wide variety of circumstances that are directly linked to an 

onset of conflict. Lacking communication and misunderstandings, for example, created 

situations fertile for conflict. Athlete 6 (female) explained a coach’s conflict-provoking 

reaction in training after a series of defeats: “it was like an open pitch session, but that wasn't 

communicated at the time so it seemed like he had just given up and walked off.” It was 
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further evident that conflict occurred when there was dishonesty in the relationship or when 

displayed behaviours undermined trust and mutual respect. The majority of participants 

described the coach-athlete relationship as undergoing slumps in quality. This was 

corroborated by Athlete 5 (female) who said, “We have different periods, we get along and 

then we don’t.” Conflict often seemed to erupt in situations where the coach-athlete 

relationship momentarily fell short of the usual strong bonds. These slumps were often 

associated with unmet or deviating goals, expectations or values, and concerned the sport 

(e.g., competitions, optimal training) or social conduct (e.g., manners). Athletes also referred 

to lacking ownership over training sessions or inflexible coaching which caused them to not 

adhere to instructions and thus created conflict. Additionally, coaches pointed out selection 

which potentially triggered conflict if coaches’ criteria were not understood or accepted:  

One of the girls who is not a particular good player [...] has the biggest heart 
that you are looking for and sometimes that justifies everything [...] One 
definitely was much better, could have been a strength on the court, but I didn't 
put her on. (C3, male) 

Further, Coach 10 (male) pointed out that emotions are “probably the number 1 cause of 

conflict, because that's kind of the default of emotion, or it's the default for where it is to go to 

- either you get protective or you get angry.” These emotions were triggered by various 

situational factors, such as perceived pressure, exhaustion, or underperformance, as 

experienced by Coach 7 (male) who said that the athlete “was underperforming in a training 

setting that was stirring a lot of negative emotions, [athlete] would make a small mistake and 

instead of trying to create the ladder back to the top, just go [yelling].” 

Further, participants identified conflict initiating behaviours. As described above, 

athletes displayed uncontrolled reactive behaviours (e.g., to underperformance), as throwing 

or hitting equipment, which triggered conflict. They also tended to initiated conflict when 

strongly questioning their coaches’ instructions or decisions, or by being rebellious, hostile, 

or simply disrespectful, like Athlete 7 (male) who responded to his assistant coach “I'm not 

listening to you, you're not my coach.” Moreover, coaches noted harsh criticism or 

confrontation, threatening the athlete, or yelling as potential triggers:  

There have been a few times when I might have thrown somebody out the gym 
[…] you have a point where you control your emotions and then something 
takes you too far, you might have a bad day and then you explode and your 
emotions take the better of you, you suddenly find yourself screaming and 
shouting. (C9, male) 

Lastly, participants agreed that there were situations in which coaches intentionally initiate 
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conflict to facilitate personal development and positive performance, as Coach 9 (male) 

explained “Knowing [athlete] as I did, I took a chance […] I created this conflict because I 

thought that it might work positively.”  

3.3.2 Discussion Part I 

The presented findings deepen the knowledge around intrapersonal (e.g., personality), 

interpersonal (e.g., communication) and external determinants (e.g., culture) of coach-athlete 

conflict, and add the concept of conflict onset to the existing conceptual framework of 

interpersonal conflict in sport relationships (Wachsmuth et al., 2017, see chapter I). Whereas 

the onset of conflict refers to trigger events and sport participants’ responses to these, conflict 

determinants describe underlying processes that define the likelihood and course of conflict.    

The identified range of intrapersonal factors included both trait and state attributes of 

coaches and athletes which facilitated interpersonal conflict. In line with previous research, 

personality was found to be strongly related to interpersonal exchanges (e.g., Jackson et al., 

2011; Yang, Jowett, & Chan, 2015). Participants emphasized “red personalities” or 

“stubbornness” as conflict enhancing. Besides, the inability to form effective relationships 

was raised by participants as well as athletes’ tendencies to depend too much on the coach, 

reflecting recent work undertaken on attachment styles and relationship quality (Davis & 

Jowett, 2014). An emphasis was also put on age, experience, and competence in determining 

the occurrence and nature of conflict between coaches and athletes, suggesting that 

competent, mature athletes and inexperienced coaches would be more likely to encounter 

conflict. This seems to contrast to results by Paradis et al. (2014b) who suggested that 

athletes with less team tenure experience more intra-team conflict. However, these findings 

probably reflect an athlete’s integration process into a team rather than an age effect. It seems 

likely that athletes with increasing experiences and knowledge challenge coaches’ decisions 

and opinions more (i.e., increasing interpersonal conflict with coach), yet are perceived as 

athlete leaders to their teammates (i.e., decreasing intra-team conflict).  

 These intrapersonal characteristics (e.g., maturity) directly linked to interpersonal 

factors, such as leadership, communication or coach-athlete relationship quality. Thus, 

conflict arose when coaches lacked flexibility and did not adapt to the athlete’s individual 

needs. The research on sport leadership supports these findings by promoting a rather 

democratic approach to coaching opposed to autocratic leadership (e.g., Hoigaard, Jones, & 

Peters, 2008). Moreover, a lack of open communication and frequent misunderstandings were 

emphasized by most participants as a major source of conflict. This is consistent with 
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previous research claiming that unskilled communication strategies are linked to conflict and 

poor coaching (Gearity & Murray, 2011; Mellalieu et al., 2013). Insufficient communication 

is also associated with low quality working relationships and high levels of stress (e.g., Holt 

& Hogg, 2002). Low compatibility between coaches and athletes in terms of individual 

ambitions, goals and expectations further enhanced the experience of interpersonal 

behaviours due to strained co-orientation and mutual commitment. Nevertheless, it is 

interesting to note that the presence and absence of good quality relationships acted as both, 

an antecedent variable and circumstantial factor, capable of triggering the experience and 

nature of conflict. Thus, conflict also arose in relationships with strong ties, high levels of 

trust, commitment and co-operation. In fact, it has been said that the more interdependent the 

relationship the more the likelihood for interpersonal conflict (e.g., Braiker & Kelley, 1979, 

Stirling & Kerr, 2009). An effective dyad might, for example, be more sensitive to conflict 

when experiencing strains, such as injury or exhaustion (e.g., Udry, Gould, Bridges, & Beck, 

1997). The momentary attitude towards the coach-athlete relationship may also determine 

duration and resolution of disputes as distressed dyads tend to be more unpredictable and 

negative during conflict (Fincham, 2003). Further research may reveal whether long-term 

relationship quality or the situational evaluation of the relationship determine perceptions and 

behaviours during conflict as well as mediate individuals’ approaches to conflict 

management. It may be assumed that positive attitudes towards a relationship long-term 

facilitate a more constructive approach to conflict (Tjosvold & Sun, 2002) as well as better 

dyadic coping with stressors that may cause conflict in the first place (Staff, Didymus, & 

Backhouse, 2017). 

 Nevertheless, the coach-athlete dyad should always be considered as part of a wider 

context which, for example, reflects in the external factors promoting coach-athlete conflict. 

Accordingly, NGBs and the sport system often led to less flexibility, frustration, friction and 

thus, conflict between coaches and athletes (e.g., D’Arripe-Longueville et al, 1998) which 

may have been avoided if both had found a common way to cope with these negative external 

influences. Additionally, rival clubs, external coaches, team members or significant other 

stirred conflict between coaches and athletes, particularly when communication was 

deficient. Similar issues were discussed by Partridge and Knapp (2016) who emphasized the 

influence of friends and family on intra-team conflict. Moreover, one’s social and educational 

background as well as ethnicity influenced the experience of conflict. In line with previous 

research (Khomutova, 2015) coaches and athletes reported disputes due to language barriers, 

different sociocultural norms and differing values. As such it seems that Paletz et al.’s (2014) 
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notion, which claims that individuals’ cultural cognitive frameworks determine conflict 

experiences, may be extended from a business to the sport context. 

Overall, it is important to recognize that at the end, rather than a single attribute, a 

multiplicity of circumstantial factors including underperformance, unmet role expectations, 

or disrupted communication, led to the onset of conflict. It was evident that such 

circumstantial factors cultivated a negative environment within which conflict was often 

provoked through such actions as shouting, rebelling, confronting, and doubting. These 

findings align with the conflict episode model provided by Korsgaard and colleagues (2008) 

who describe the onset of conflict by three interlinked factors: input (i.e., circumstances), 

behaviour (i.e., initiation, a spontaneous reaction to the circumstances), and sense making 

(i.e., naming and blaming) which may include a short evaluation of whether the situation is 

significant and an initial attribution of who is to blame, thus, linking conflict determinants 

and onset directly to the nature of conflict itself which is described within the next part of this 

study. 

3.4. Part II: Understanding the Nature of Coach-Athlete Conflict  

3.4.1 Results 

Coaches and athletes described the nature of conflict by its characteristics and content 

(topics), as well as by individuals’ cognitive, emotional and behavioural experiences during 

ongoing conflict. Figure 3.4.1.1 presents a redefined model illustrating the nature of conflict. 

Conflict characteristics 

 Participants described that interpersonal conflict ranged from mild to severe 

(intensity), from lasting a short while (minutes) to long-term and ongoing (months, years; 

duration), and from occurring barely ever to nearly every day (frequency; all deductive). 

Athlete 1 (male) noticed that “most of [conflict] comes in the build-up, in practice, cause you 

spend 95% of your time training with your coach and there is just that 5% in the 

competition.” However, both coaches and athletes, felt that conflict was likely to occur after 

competitions, especially when expectations were not met. Further, conflicts occurred at all 

times of the season (timing) and seemed to take place in various locations (both inductive), 

for example, training grounds, the competition venue, in meetings, equipment rooms and even 

in public (e.g., car park). Athlete 8 (female) reported that conflict took place via phone and 

email. Lastly, participants described the succession of events over time leading to conflict 

onset, escalation and/or management: 
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It was alright to start with, then it got terrible, to the point where we barely 
talked. I just decided to not work with that coach anymore, and we didn't really 
formally say anything, I just started working on my own. (A9, male) 

Conflict Descriptors
Intensity
Duration

Frequency
Timing

Location

Conflict Topic
Sport

Life style
Manners

External involvement

Conflict Determinants
Intrapersonal factors
Interpersonal factors

External factors

Conflict Emotions
Negative hard emotions
Negative soft emotions

Positive emotions

Conflict Behaviour
Initial reaction

Problem-oriented	behaviour
Escalating behaviour

Withdrawal/ Uncertainty
Conflict communication

Conflict Cognition
Initial appraisal

Problem-orientated	appraisal
Escalating appraisal

Uncertainty

 
Figure 3.4.1.1. The categories and sub-categories describing the nature of conflict in 

coach-athlete relationships. 

Conflict topics 

 Participants perceived some conflicts as trivial (e.g., time management) and others as 

crucial (e.g., injury) for the coach-athlete relationship, and as such directly linked the conflict 

topic to its severity and process. Four different sub-categories of conflict topics emerged 

inductively from the participants reports: the majority of conflicts seemed to concern sport- 

and lifestyle-related topics, whereas some conflicts concerned individuals’ misconduct and 

the involvement of external parties.  

Sport-related conflict topics were perceived to be directly linked to either, 

performance in practice or competition and included feedback, training schedules/goals and 

load, injuries, individual ambitions, team selection and performance. Also, role expectations 

and their fulfilment were a topic of concern: 

Communication was a big one […] if I text the coach, I expect a reply and if I 



 

 69 

don't get a reply, that's a massive problem. [...] if people were dropped from a 
game if that's not communicated […] if people are not working hard in training 
or in matches and it's not picked up on, there's no point. (A4, male) 

Further, life-style-related topics were recognized as a significant area of conflict between 

coaches and athletes. They concerned behaviours manifested outside the sport environment, 

however, they were thought to impact performance. On one hand, athlete behaviours included 

poor nutrition, alcohol consumption or public misbehaviour, and on the other hand coach 

behaviours included over-involvement with private decisions (e.g., university, work). For 

example; Athlete 2 (female) reported: 

[Coach] tries to take [private life] away from me, makes it part of our 
relationship when it should be outside, work is something different to [sport], 
family, friends, but then [coach] almost tries to incooperate it.   

Additionally, conflict arose as a result of misconduct; behaviours that were perceived as 

disrespectful or inappropriate included, for example, being late, physical aggression and “if 

people were lying" (C2, male), or “clashed with [each other’s] core values” (C6, female), as 

well as behaviours that targeted the other conflict party on a personal level, sometimes these 

conflicts arose out of unresolved sport-related disagreements. Lastly, some participants 

mentioned conflict could occur due to the involvement of third parties, such as NGBs, other 

coaches or life partners as reported by Coach 10 (male) who described a dispute being “about 

potential external influences from a life partner.”  

Conflict cognition 

Conflict cognition represents thought processes that occur during conflict and are 

linked to evaluations of the conflict situations. They may lead to conflict escalation or 

facilitate an initiation of conflict management. It is conflict cognition that captures thoughts 

that promote and hinder conflict management; all sub-categories are a result of inductive data 

analyses.  

Participants described how initial appraisal of the situation left them often uncertain 

about the implications of a conflict event, doubting “What can I do?” (A10, female), thinking 

negatively of the other, helpless, insecure or worried. For instance, Coach 6 (female) 

wondered “Did she use me to get here?” During this evaluation process individuals ascribed 

the conflict experience to a specific source (attribution). Thus, conflict was either attributed 

internally to oneself (e.g., admitting a mistake), to the conflict partner (e.g., blaming) or both, 

as well as to external circumstances (e.g., stress due to an upcoming competition or 

travelling). The initial attribution often differed from an attribution made at a later point of 
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time during conflict. For example, Coach 6 (female) described a specific conflict with an 

athlete, she initially reasoned that the difficulties they had were due to mental health issues, 

though subsequently she reasoned the lack of effort was at the heart of the problems they had. 

The coach said “I thought it's because of [athlete] learning behaviours and learning 

difficulties, and you really got to help the best in that, but actually they’re [expected 

characteristics] not there.” 

 Following this first appraisal of the conflict, participants explained on how this 

preliminary reflection influenced their behaviour. For example, a negative evaluation of the 

situation often seemed to lead to further conflict escalating behaviours and ineffective 

communication strategies. In turn, a conflict escalating appraisal was linked to disbelief, a 

perception of unfair treatment, “personal attack” (C6, female), or blaming the other conflict 

party for the conflict: 

I felt like he'd been unfair cause we had no idea what was going on, but he 
obviously, he did feel, like I can understand why he'd be annoyed if he thought 
that other people had heard because he'd see that as undermining him which 
is fair enough. (A6, female) 

Uncertainty, on the other hand, was linked to withdrawal behaviours and was experienced by 

most athletes as worry and doubt about oneself, the other and/or the relationship; Athlete 5 

(female) described “I always felt not important enough, like ‘you are not good enough for me 

to be seen with you’.” Similarly, few coaches contemplated their influence upon the 

individual or even team, like Coach 5 (male) who “a few weeks ago [thought] that potentially 

I had lost the changing room and when you lose the changing room it's not a pleasant 

environment.” Lastly, a constructive problem-orientated appraisal, emphasized especially by 

coaches, was associated with an attempt to minimize conflict, and included thought processes 

as worrying about the other, considering the importance of the topic, taking perspective, and 

prioritizing. An example for such an appraisal is: 

I thought he is just angry and quite upset [...] because it's a big deal for this 
guy, he's missing out and lashing out, it's the final. (C4, male) 

Conflict emotion 

Conflict emotion describes affective responses that individuals experience during 

interpersonal conflict. Emotions were linked to conscious and subconscious cognitive 

processes and served as a barometer to conflict escalation. Guided by the data it was 

noticeable that these conflict-related emotions were distinguished in three categories: 

negative hard emotions, negative soft emotions and positive emotions (inductive; see Sanford, 
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2012). Participants referred to different emotional experiences during conflict. Negative 

emotions seemed to range from hard, associated with power and selfishness (e.g., “I was 

quite annoyed, I was a bit boiling” - C2, male), to soft emotions, associated with pro-social 

orientations and vulnerability (e.g., “I was just more gutted for him” – C4, male). Overall, the 

negative emotions experienced during conflict varied from strong, acute feelings (e.g., anger, 

panic) to ongoing frustration, resentment and worry. Especially, athletes mentioned how they 

became nervous or anxious in interpersonal exchanges with the coach in practice session 

and/or in meetings. Moreover, participants frequently reported feelings of regret as a 

consequence of conflict. Coach 7 (male), for example, described that the athlete “was very 

remorseful and recognized that [they] failed me as well as failing themselves.”  

Some positive emotions were also experienced with conflictual situations. While 

some coaches felt calm and collected, like Coach 9 (male) who stated “I was quiet, I was in 

control, quite calm, quite okay.”, athletes reported feeling relieved and reassured. Athlete 3 

(female) said, “I saw it coming for quite a while, so it was quite a release for me.”, and 

Athlete 6 (female) perceived conflict as a chance to overcome communication barriers: “It 

was kinda relieve in a way that there is some form of ice broken and we could then just 

discuss it.” 

Conflict behaviour 

The experienced emotions and cognitions were often accompanied by conflict 

behaviours displaying either uncertainty, escalation, or problem-orientation. These were 

mainly expressed through active communication processes between coaches and athletes 

during the time of conflict (all inductive). What seemed to make a difference in the 

development of conflict was not the one person who initiated it, but how the other person 

responded. Participants reported behaviours that prevented conflict from escalating by 

actively approaching the problem. For example, Coach 1 (female) reported “I asked her to 

explain what she meant with inconsistencies, and I tried to explain to her that this was my 

thought process and she was absolutely entitled to disagree.” It was evident from the 

interviews that coaches tended to react in a more controlled manner and either stepped away 

from the problem or facilitated rational thinking in the early stages.  

Athletes seemed to react to conflict more negatively compared with coaches. Athletes 

reactions could be described as less adaptive or skilful, behaviours included crying, refusing 

to talk, making irrational excuses, shouting, answering back or not adhering to instructions. 

Athlete 9 (male) said “I would just say ‘Okay’ and do my own thing, avoid doing that thing 
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[…] or I wouldn't do it to my full ability.” Other examples of less than optimal behaviours 

included athletes deciding to neither engage in nor trying to solve the problem, and 

withdrawing from the situation by walking away or storming off. Thus, a common strategy 

among them was to not address the problem, especially if they could not envisage a solution. 

For instance, Athlete 2 (female) explained that their coach “is a very intelligent man and 

whatever you said [coach] would have a comeback for it, so it's just not worth it.”  

There were times that coaches also employed less then desirable behaviours by 

shouting at their athletes or using inappropriate language. Such escalating behaviours 

mentioned by participants included swearing, ignoring the other, involving third parties, not 

taking responsibility or being unwilling during conflict management. Other escalating 

behaviours related to the communication style between coaches and athletes during conflict: 

rhetorical questions, a harsh tone, loud voice, and giving an opinion in a firm or confident 

manner and standing up for one’s point of view:  

You're more heated so you're more likely to just say something that, when you 
are thinking rationally, you'd be like “Bit risky to say that”, whereas when 
you're upset about something you'd say more because it's almost like “Oh they 
said it because they're upset”, so it's easier. (A6, female) 

Behaviours of uncertainty that contained an element of insecurity or vulnerability seemed to 

worsen conflict, especially during a long-lasting conflict. Coach 4 (male) reported “I didn't 

answer questions well, I felt like I was on the back foot, really the baddest of feelings […] I 

didn't have an answer for him.” 

3.4.2 Discussion Part II 

Guided by the framework of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships (Wachsmuth 

et al., 2017) the current study aimed at understanding the nature of coach-athlete conflict. In 

line with Koorsgrad et al. (2008), the qualitative data revealed that when the topic of conflict 

was considered to be significant and the relationship partner was identified as the source of 

interference or disagreement, coaches and athletes were likely to manifest cognitive (e.g., 

blame), emotional (e.g., anger) and behavioural (e.g., shouting) conflict responses which 

influenced the characteristics of conflict. These findings are consistent with the multi-

dimensional nature of conflict reported in the literature (Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Paradis et 

al., 2014a, 2014b).  

Conflict topic and characteristics 

Participants highlighted that the topic of conflict influenced the conflict processes as 

reflected in the behavioural, emotional and cognitive responses. It was reported that deeply 
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rooted or external conflicts (e.g., influence of life partner) intensified the situation and were 

harder to resolve than internal conflicts (e.g., training load). Four main topics emerged from 

the participants’ reports and included sport- and lifestyle-related topics as well as one’s 

conduct or manners, and involvement of third parties. Considering the dichotomy provided 

by Barki and Hartwick (2004), sport- and lifestyle-related topics mainly reflected task 

conflicts, whereas ones’ conduct and manners reflected social conflicts. Consistent with 

research in both social and sport psychology (e.g., Amason, 1996; de Wit, Greer, & Jehn, 

2012; Jowett, 2003), the current findings indicate that it was common for task and social 

conflicts to co-occur and/or merge. Overall, coaches and athletes referred more often to task 

conflicts than to social conflicts, which contradicts with the findings of Holt and colleagues’ 

who reported a higher number of social conflicts within female sport teams (Holt et al., 

2012). Considering that coach-athlete relationships are task purposeful (Jowett & 

Shanmugam, 2016) and so coaches and athletes strive for performance achievements often 

agreed and understood by both, this finding is not too surprising. Besides, females operating 

in team sports emphasize the importance of strong personal relationships and thus may create 

an environment in which social conflicts are likely to erupt (Eys et al., 2015). Our study, 

however, did not specifically aim at examining these gender differences.  

Coaches and athletes’ responses to conflict 

The current study further extents the existing work on conflict within sport 

relationships in that coaches and athletes highlighted multiple levels of processing conflict 

resulting in diverse behavioural options during conflict episodes. An initial reaction to the 

onset of conflict occurred spontaneously and was based on identifying the event as significant 

(or not) to themselves (cf. Fincham et al., 1990). Secondly, a more in-depth evaluation 

followed leading either escalating, uncertain or problem-oriented conflict responses. This in-

depth evaluation included blame attributions as well as coaches and athletes’ perceived 

influence on each other (efficacy beliefs; Fincham et al., 1990). It emerged that attributions of 

accountability were linked to behaviours and emotions experienced. For example, blaming 

the conflict partner was part of an escalating response linked to negative hard emotions (e.g., 

feeling angry) and aggressive behaviours (e.g., yelling), which in turn intensified and 

prolonged conflict (Holt et al., 2012; Paradis et al., 2014a; Patridge & Knapp, 2016). In 

addition, a perceived lack of control and influence (e.g., self-doubt) was linked to withdrawal 

behaviours and negative soft emotions (e.g., disappointment, worry), forming uncertain 

responses to conflict. Some participants also referred to the experience of positive emotions 
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(e.g., relief) and attempted to approach the problem at both a cognitive and behavioural level. 

This set of experiences and others alike seem to encompass problem-orientated responses to 

conflict.  

Overall, the three identified response patterns are in contrast to what Partridge and 

Knapp (2015) describes as the manifestation of conflict. In their study on peer conflict in 

adolescent sport the authors approach conflict through a behavioural perspective highlighting 

victimization at the centre of conflict, while not considering related emotional and cognitive 

processes in either victim or perpetrator. Moreover, the representation of conflict as 

victimization rather aligns with bullying or emotional abuse, which indeed may cause or 

accompany conflict, but embody distinct concepts (Stirling, 2009). The findings of the 

current study, however, indicate that conflict responses of emotions, thoughts and behaviours 

appeared to be inextricably interlinked and so one dyad member’s responses fuelled another 

member’s responses, reflecting high interdependency of conflict partners and as such support 

the self-reinforcing feedback loop described by Roberts (2006). In contrast to Roberts, 

however, this reciprocity seemed to occur for both, dysfunctional as well as functional 

responses to conflict. Considering that problem-oriented responses were primarily shown by 

coaches this difference may be explained by the hierarchical relationship and role 

expectations (Potrac & Jones, 2009).  

3.5. Part III: Managing Interpersonal Conflict in Coach-Athlete Relationships 

3.5.1 Results 

Data were classified in the main categories of conflict prevention, management, and 

outcomes, and further divided into sub-categories as described below. Themes within these 

sub-categories are highlighted in italic, moreover a summary of the respective themes is 

provided within table 3.4.3.1 (prevention), 3.4.3.2 (management), and 3.4.3.3 (outcomes). 

Conflict prevention 

The main category of Conflict Prevention (table 3.4.3.1) incorporated two sub-

categories reflecting two distinct approaches to reduce the likelihood of coach-athlete 

conflict: Implicit conflict prevention and explicit conflict prevention.  

Implicit conflict prevention. This category contains strategies that aim to naturally 

enhance relationship quality and facilitate an optimal working environment without targeting 

a reduction of conflict potential deliberately. Most participants stated that a high-quality 

coach-athlete relationship formed a solid foundation for a lasting and successful working 
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partnership. Essential to these strong relationships is communication. Accordingly, 

participants emphasized the need for open lines of communication to prevent conflict and 

ensure a good interpersonal climate. Being approachable as a coach and sharing information 

early on was deemed vital in this process: 

Making the athlete aware of the fact that it is okay to go and talk to your 
coach, […] rather than people perhaps feeling a little bit sometimes like they 
couldn't approach their coach or something. (A10, female) 

Table 3.4.1.1. Implicit and explicit conflict prevention strategies for coaches and athletes. 

Sub-category Theme Strategies suggested for coaches and athletes 

Implicit conflict 
prevention 

Enhance relationship 
quality 

Coaches: be approachable & democratic, give credit to 
people who address concerns 
Athletes: be reliable, work hard, share needs 
Both: open and honest communication, adapt to 
individuals’ preferences 

Optimal working 
environments 

Coaches: consider individual while keeping sight of the 
bigger picture 
Both: create group cohesion and welcoming atmosphere, 
set common goals 

Explicit conflict 
prevention Self-regulation 

Coaches: be diplomatic not forceful 
Athletes: compliancy to coach 
Both: calm down, think before you speak, be patient 

Empathy Both: take perspective, consider positive intentions behind 
actions, consider consequences of own behaviours 

Communicating 
expectations & 
potential problems 

Coaches: be a role model, establish rules and 
expectations, identify goals 
Athletes: seek clarification, address concerns, negotiate 
Both: set common goals 

Instruction & feedback 
style 

Coaches: find balance between criticism/encouragement, 
structured negative feedback with clear reason & outlook 
Athletes: intra-team processes, coach-athlete relationship 

Team composition & 
athlete leadership 

Coaches: consider interpersonal relationships and contact 
time when planning team composition; help new athletes 
integrate into team and organisation 
Both: athlete leaders form bridge between coach and team 

Timing of strategies 
Both: communicate concerns and expectations in advance 
Athletes: use individual meetings 

 

While athletes expected their coaches to be democratic the reality often seemed different in 

that athletes repeatedly mentioned to not being able to speak openly to their coaches leading 

to conflict sooner or later. Hence, Athlete 7 (male) suggested that “at the end of the day you 
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can avoid a lot of arguments by just asking someone before instead of setting a plan and 

saying ‘you’re doing this’.” (coaching style). Additionally, participants expected coaches to 

be adaptable to the individual needs of athletes without losing sight of the bigger picture: 

You can’t treat people the way you wanna be treated, you have to treat people 
the way they want to be treated, so it really is about having a fundamental 
understanding of how athletes receive you and how athletes like to 
communicate. So that if you can pick up on their cues or if you have an 
understanding how somebody operates, ultimately you don’t stop 
communicating you just change how you communicate and sometimes it’s 
how you need to change this that makes all the difference. (C10, male)  

However, adaptability was not a characteristic of the coaches only, athletes expected to be 

adaptable by working well with different coaches. Strongly acknowledging the notion of 

adaptability and flexibility, coaches in particular emphasized that athletes were expected to 

be reliable, show constant effort and strong work ethic which were evaluated against 

mutually accepted performance goals. Besides engaging in frequent conversation, shared 

decision-making and caring for athletes’ needs, coaches highlighted the importance of 

“giving credits” (C4, male) to these athletes who were willing to discuss disagreements 

openly as it facilitated quality relationships, better interactions, and honest communication. It 

was also perceived to create an atmosphere in which athletes were prepared to accept the 

coach as a leader and the decisions they made. This mutual understanding seemed important 

in the interaction with external stakeholders including media. Athlete 1 (male) underlined that 

“normally a coach and [athlete] are singing of the same hymn sheet and they've got the same 

ideas and approach.” Lastly, participants emphasized the value of a performance 

environment or culture in which individuals respected one another, and while the collective 

formed a knit group bound together by close ties and common goals, new members were 

always welcomed – Coach 5 (male) explained: 

If anybody new comes into the environment it's a handshake culture. So, if he 
met me and somebody walks in that's new, instead of making him feel 
awkward, we stop the meeting and shake hands, everybody gets up and says 
“Hello”, that's pretty special about the culture in this particular place.  

 Explicit conflict prevention. In contrast to the previously described strategies that 

prevented conflict potential in a more natural and unplanned manner, coaches and athletes 

also explained how they employed specific measures to prevent conflict in a pro-active and 

strategical way. On an individual level, participants commonly reported the importance of 

being in control over their emotions and actions (self-regulation), for example, by being 

diplomatic rather than forceful or direct (e.g., coaches), trying to calm down or take some 
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time off before speaking up, and also being patient instead of demanding or even expecting 

immediate change (e.g., coaches and athletes). These self-regulatory strategies were also 

linked to taking perspective and responding empathically (empathy). It was deemed important 

to consider the reasons of the other person in the relationship reacting or behaving in the way 

they did. Moreover, participants acknowledged the positive intentions behind somebody’s 

actions or considering the potential impact conflict may have in the long-run: 

I do control myself to not have conflict. 'Cause I feel like during a session if I 
were to have conflict, it would be bad. I would look bad. I don't want [the 
coach] to feel bad. […] And it's just going to deteriorate the session. (A4) 

Despite understanding that conflict can be resolved, managed or reduced by all participants, 

athletes in particular frequently reported being compliant to their coaches due to a perceived 

power differential within the relationship:  

Even if I disagree with it. Quite often, he'll say something, I’ll disagree with 
it entirely. A hundred percent. I’ll hundred percent disagree with it. But I'll 
still do it. Because he's the boss and that’s the way it has to be. (A4, male) 

Only on rare occasions in this sample did athletes note how they would seek clarification 

about perceived differences or actively articulate, discuss, and negotiate their point of view in 

order to find a solution or compromise before differences in opinions turned into conflict. In 

that respect, athletes stated that they would openly communicate potential conflict topics to 

their coaches well in advance to prevent potential conflict later on. By anticipating conflict 

before it arose, they were ready to manage rather than having to react to it when it presented. 

Similarly, coaches due to their inherent position of power and assumed responsibility as a 

role model were viewed as key in setting up of rules, expectations, and goals which help to 

minimize or prevent conflict (communicating expectations & potential problems); Coach 7 

(male) lined out that “hopefully both having a clear picture and clear expectations of what is 

expected, that in the first place, I would like to think would reduce the amount of conflict”. 

Additionally, the timing of prevention strategies was deemed important by 

participants. While disagreements ideally should be discussed well in advance without 

“letting them fester” (A6, female), sometimes athletes initially acted against their own 

opinion and put up with their coaches’ opinions in order to avoid conflict in critical situations 

(e.g., in public, competition), only addressing the issue at a later point of time when it seemed 

more appropriate (e.g., after practice/competition, in a one-on-one meeting). For example, 

athletes explained that coaches may benefit from feedback related to intra-team issues and 
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coach-player processes, but it would be more appropriate and effective if it was supplied 

privately, “quietly in meetings” with the aim to “come up with a solution” (A4, male).  

Overall, participants perceived coaches’ instruction and feedback style as crucial. 

Examples provided included finding balance between criticism and encouragement, accepting 

challenges and questions from athletes, or giving positive feedback in a meaningful manner, 

Coach 5 (male) explained a process to negative feedback which aimed to reduce conflict: 

Quick introduction "Hi, you're right? Yup. Look, got bad news to tell you, if 
you give me 30sec I would love to hear your response." you just give them the 
news "You're dropped" or "You're not involved this weekend" and then you 
give them a clear objective reason for that, or your reason [...] then give 
really clear, kinda XYZ and then that's it. But if you do that with an athlete in 
a 45sec period, really clear concise and you don't actually ask them how they 
are feeling, you kinda turn the process to how to get back in. "Are you happy 
with that?", rather than "I know you're not happy with the decision"  

Participants also acknowledged that the team composition needs to be considered as a whole 

in the prevention of conflict. Accordingly, few coaches recalled adjusting their team selection 

in a manner that would reduce possible conflict the within the team, including staff members. 

Coach 4 (male), for example, emphasized that they contemplated how athletes would fit into 

the specific team environment and how contracting certain players might change these 

dynamics. Thus, despite being able to sign “exceptional players”, the number of foreign and 

national squad players was reduced to avoid conflict by permitting frequent face-to-face 

communication, connectedness, and influence. Another coach described how international 

athletes received additional support from staff members to integrate well into the club 

environment. Moreover, athletes mentioned how they used athlete leaders or an athlete 

leadership group to transfer messages and feedback to the coach as Athlete 6 (female) 

describes “they did pass stuff through me to the coach or anybody else in the leadership 

group”, whereas coaches liaised closely with these players to gain understanding of intra-

team processes and manage internal problems.   

However, interviewees recognized that conflict was inevitable and some did not even 

try to intentionally prevent it. They recognized that the creation of an environment, that was 

not afraid of dealing with conflict or difficult situations but instead embraced them as an 

acceptable interpersonal situation that needed to be dealt with, would encourage athletes and 

coaches to readily and actively seek solutions that prevented conflict escalation: 

There is naturally gonna be conflict, I think it's understanding that and maybe 
understanding how to deal with it [...] there needs to be a way of dealing with 
it, I think that comes from understanding people's personalities, how different 
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people gonna respond [...] there should almost be in advance kind of a plan 
for each player of how things gonna get resolved. (A6, female) 

Conflict management 

 The main category of conflict management included five sub-categories: 1) Initiation 

and responsibilities, 2) intrapersonal strategies, 3) interpersonal strategies, 4) external 

support, and 5) conflict management barriers (presented in table 3.4.3.2).  

 Role responsibilities. This first higher-order theme covers processes and expectations 

related to an instigation of the conflict management process. The majority of participants 

agreed that conflict management was often initiated by coaches who approached athletes in 

order to clarify the situation, whereas athletes rarely opened up conversations involving 

issues of conflict such as difference in opinion or even clarifying a coaching decision or 

request. However, coaches acknowledged that athletes in the presence of conflict tended to 

show reconciliatory behaviours, such as putting more effort into practice, suggestive of 

willingness to resolve the conflict. It was evident from the reports that athletes expected their 

coaches to take charge from the start and guide them through conflict to its resolution. This 

was confirmed by all coaches too who perceived themselves to be the more experienced, 

wiser, the rational role model and “conflict solver” – “If the coach wants to get results he has 

to be the one, he has to be the mediator and the person that is gonna try and solve those 

things” (C9, male). Accordingly, coaches considered it their duty to create an awareness for 

conflict and offer an opportunity for athletes to vent emotions without becoming overly 

involved themselves. Finally, it was emphasized that dealing with conflict consistently was 

paramount. 

 While coaches were perceived to be the leaders for problem-solving, athletes were 

perceived to be the leaders of performance. As pointed out by Athlete 8 (female) “athletes 

need to take responsibility for anything that impacts on their performance” – any issue 

however controversial if it affected performance athletes were responsible, especially because 

it was repeatedly pointed out by both, athletes and coaches, that coaches did not always know 

about ongoing problems or the severity of an ongoing conflict. They did not know because 

athletes never shared these problems with them. Accordingly, coaches expected their athletes 

to be willing to share problems that were associated with their performance. Further, coaches 

discussed the importance of athletes being self-reflective as well as open, receptive and 

responsive to their coaches’ point of view in order to come to a mutual and acceptable 

solution in the face of problems and adversities. At the end, all interviewees agreed that 

conflict management needs to be a give and take from both sides if it is to be effective.  
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Intrapersonal strategies. Interviewees reported how they engaged in individual 

strategies in order to deal with the conflict at hand. Accordingly, coaches and athletes 

explained how they noticed a need to down-regulate emotions before engaging with the 

conflict partner. Especially coaches perceived themselves as more mature and experienced 

and therefore expected to stay calm and collected as well as to be empathetic towards the 

athlete, as described by Coach 4 (male) who said “The only thing I thought is if he is 

emotional that's fine but I can't be, I need to be empathetic.” In contrast, some athletes 

reported to vent anger or frustration by smacking or kicking the equipment which potentially 

led to the escalation of conflict, however, few athletes also reported to become quiet and 

reserved or even withdrawn as an initial reaction to conflict, for examples, athletes reported 

to walk away, reappraise, reassess or even reconstruct the situation, avoid meeting or 

confronting the coach (self-regulation). Participants further engaged in self-reflection 

processes as it helped them to make sense of what had happened or to rationalize and 

prioritize aspects of the conflict. Both sides also emphasized the need to be prepared for 

conflict management, Coach 1 (female) lined out: 

 I think it is important to prepare what you want to say to the player and what 
your reasons are, whether it's notes or make sure that you have it clear in your 
head that you’re not fumbling around, you have your rational ready.  

This included rather simplistic things as bringing notebooks and listing potential questions or 

concerns, but also gathering information about the other’s situation or background, as well as 

monitoring and documenting behaviours during an ongoing conflict (reflection/ preparation). 

It was even suggested that reading up on related topics (e.g., developmental psychology, 

anxiety) can provide the reassurance, confidence and necessary knowledge to approach often 

awkward and uncomfortable situations. While such actions would appear positive and 

helpful, athletes also described how they started to avoid engaging in conflict by doing ‘their 

own thing’ when no open communication with the coach seemed possible or forthcoming. 

Athlete 2 (female), for example, reported “I either just do a bit of it [training] or do what he 

gives me but just do my interpretation" whereas another athlete organized the competition 

schedule alone (avoidance). However, this was viewed as extreme behaviour and indicative 

of a communication breakdown followed by the dissolution of the coach-athlete dyad.  
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Table 3.4.3.2. Conflict management strategies and barriers. 

Sub-category Theme Strategies suggested for coaches and athletes 

Role 
responsibilities 

Conflict solver Coaches: create awareness for conflict, initiate and guide 
through conflict management, be calm and rational 

Performance Leader Athletes: recognize/address problems that impact 
performance, be responsive to coaches’ resolution efforts  

Intrapersonal 
strategies 

Self-regulation, 
reflection and 
preparation 

Coaches: control emotions, gather information about 
conflict circumstances, read about potential issues, monitor 
and document athlete behaviours 
Athletes: vent emotions without targeting coach, withdraw 
from situation, take notes about concerns 
Both: self-reflect, reassess, rationalize, prioritize  

Avoidance Both: use individual coping strategies, be proactive 

Interpersonal 
strategies 

Co-regulation Coaches: be a sounding board to athletes, provide space 
and time for athletes to deal with own emotions 

Acknowledge 
responsibilities 

Athletes: apologetic gestures; increased commitment to 
training  
Both: recognize mistakes and apologize 

Collaborate & 
compromise 

Coaches: be open for negotiations 
Both: negotiate and make concessions, mainly related to 
competition- and training-related conflicts, set goals 

Forcing  
Coaches: non-negotiables in regards to behavioural 
conduct and team issues, commanding communication,  
Athletes: non-negotiables in regards to health and career 

Obliging  Athletes: compliance to coaches’ perceived power or actual 
acceptance of coaches’ leadership 

Communication 

Coaches: show interest and care, questions, active listening, 
paraphrasing, educate, encourage self-reflection, challenge  
Both: share opinions, needs and expectations, give reasons 
for their behaviours and decisions, set new goals 

External support Friends & family Both: vent frustration and ask for advice 

Team members Athletes: vent frustration 

Staff members 
Coaches: ask for advice and help, gather information 

Athletes: improve skills, find mediator (sport psychologist) 

Mentoring Coaches: improve skills and ask for advice 

Conflict 
management 
barriers 

Low coach-athlete relationship quality (e.g., poor communication, power) 

Lacking awareness (e.g., existence/intensity of conflict) 

Willingness and priorities (e.g., time/energy restrictions) 

Intention/action discrepancies (e.g., no follow up on agreement) 
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Interpersonal strategies. Despite the need for intrapersonal strategies, conflict 

management is an exchange between the two conflict partners and thus cannot be achieved by 

only one individual. Coaches and athletes mentioned multiple strategies that aimed to resolve 

conflict in a mutual way. Firstly, coaches supported individuals’ self-regulation strategies by 

offering space and time, or even acted as a sounding board so that athletes were able to vent 

frustration (co-regulation). Coaches were comfortable with pauses or silent moments in 

communication as means to reflect - “you let the players chew on it for a bit” (C6, female). 

 Most coaches and athletes tended to acknowledge responsibilities and apologized for 

mistakes, either verbally or by showing corresponding behaviours; for example, Coach 6 

(female) reported how they “got send this huge bouquet of flowers from two 20-year old 

girls.” Further, athletes tried to foster collaboration and compromises which coaches 

generally made concessions to, especially in trivial or training- and/or competitions-related 

conflicts as illustrated by Athlete 5 (female) who said “We talked about […] the scores that I 

need to get to qualify. He was like so if you make that we are going to world student games, 

when I heard that I was like okay, so he is going to make an effort.” In contrast, coaches 

approached conflicts evolving around behaviour misconduct (e.g., lacking respect) or 

repeated disagreements in a forceful manner, hence did not offer choice or negotiation but 

were rather definitive and irrevocable (forcing). These direct, commanding and often 

controlling behaviours were also utilized in front of other team members if the coach felt it 

was necessary, for example, in times when “people need knocking down a pack or two” (C6, 

female), the team needed to know that the coach had dealt with a particular issue or the 

conflict reflected an issue that concerned multiple athletes within the training environment. 

Whilst athletes usually obliged to these decisions due to coaches’ perceived authority, some 

athletes viewed these behaviours less appropriate especially if their private life or career was 

in question. In few situations, when coaches and athletes had or wanted to work together 

despite unresolved disputes, they ended up “agreeing to disagree” (C4, male) and tried to live 

with or move past the conflict.  

 Perceived as essential to all interpersonal conflict management approaches was 

communication. Therefore, it was of interest how coaches and athletes communicated with 

each other in order to achieve their personal aims and a resolution of conflict. One key 

element that was repeatedly emphasized by coaches related to communicating interest and 

care. Accordingly, coaches encouraged and welcomed their athletes to express concerns or 

opinions and actively asked questions to gain further information or feedback. Athletes 

reported how coaches actively listened and acknowledged their opinions which facilitated an 
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openness to talk; Athlete 6 (female) described “it was more of a conversation than [the 

coach] talking at me or telling me what I should do”. Thus, coaches and athletes expected 

from their conflict partners to be willing to share opinions, needs and expectations, as well as 

being able to give reasons for their behaviours and decisions. Coaches also used these 

conversations as an opportunity to increase awareness or educate athletes on implications of 

behaviours and helped them reflect on and understand their behavioural motives for the 

conflict in question: 

 We try to encourage the athlete to look at areas that they felt there was a 
difference in the preparation or a difference in the mind set going into the 
championship that they hadn't had in place before, just so that they were trying 
to be self-assessed as opposed to being dictated to again. (C10, male) 

Besides promoting self-reflection, coaches encouraged athletes to see conflict from diverse 

perspectives and as such gain distance to it. Coach 6 (female) asked, for example, “What do 

you think about this situation? How do you think that would make someone feel? How do you 

think that would make me feel?” Accordingly, coaches challenged their athletes by asking 

questions, pointing out behaviours, or criticizing their work ethic in order to stimulate 

motivation and challenge athletes’ core beliefs. While coaches and athletes reported that they 

usually tried to understand the other, they acknowledged that it was not always easy.  

 Based on these conflict management conversations, athletes and coaches reassessed 

and set new goals and expectations in order to move on. Coaches described how they aimed 

at leaving conflict management meetings on a positive remark and emphasized their 

willingness to move forward together. Overall, coaches and athletes emphasized that all 

communication should take place in a calm and controlled manner, in which opinions and 

needs could be stated open and honestly and courteously; Coach 9 (male) explained “I would 

never be strong again […] it's much more calmer and nearly all of the time it would be a very 

positive meeting”. At times, coaches and athletes had to rely on indirect communication 

strategies, such as emails or phone, which they regarded as more difficult compared to face-

to-face meetings.  

 External support. In order to facilitate intrapersonal and interpersonal strategies, 

interviewees reported how they sought out help from third parties who were not involved in 

the conflict. Thus, friends and family were used to “vent your frustration and then look for 

advice perhaps afterwards” (A10, female). In team settings athletes reported further how 

individuals turned to team members, which as sometimes perceived as counterproductive as 

alliances against the coach were likely to form. However, athletes described how it was 
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difficult to find somebody neutral to mediate conflict as they believed that staff members 

were biased towards the coach. Accordingly, they suggested that it was the role of the sport 

psychologist to equip athletes with knowledge and skills to deal with conflict as well as to 

mediate meetings, Athlete 6 (female) suggested: 

I don't think [conflict] should be tried to be avoided cause it's something that 
is healthy, but I think there needs to be kind of a way of dealing with it and I 
think that comes from understanding people's personalities, how are different 
people gonna respond, like “If I have conflict with this person, what should I 
do?” I think there should almost be in advance kind of a plan for each player 
of how things gonna get resolved ... I guess that's more for a sport psychologist 
to do.  

Coaches on the other hand, explained how they sought out information from their staff 

members and sometimes other athletes. They deemed it important to gain comprehensive 

insights into the problem and aimed at understanding the athlete before making premature 

assumptions; thus, coaches took as much time as necessary and exhausted as many resources 

as possible - as Coach 10 (male) said “it's about collecting as much information as you can 

and gathering all the facts that you can know”. While few coaches explained using a sport 

psychologist to make sense of the available information, others reported working with 

performance directors to find ways to resolve more severe problems, issues or concerns as 

coaches perceived them to be especially experienced and knowledgeable. Lastly, few coaches 

also attended mentoring programs or utilized other professional development services in 

order to improve their conflict management skills.   

 Conflict management barriers. Lastly, it was acknowledged that there are several 

factors which may impair conflict management or resolution. Accordingly, when relationship 

quality was poor or had deteriorated over time to a point where no open communication or 

rational conversation could take place, conflict reached a point where a solution seemed 

almost impossible. Additionally, conflict parties may have not been aware that there was 

conflict, how serious it was and/or what it involved (awareness). However, even if they are, 

individuals may still not be receptive to the other’s opinion or willing to take perspective: 

To resolve conflict both parties need to recognize 1) there is conflict and 2) 
they both want to resolve it. [...] in a conflict situation where only one party 
wants to resolve you have to move on, […] you can only control what you 
can do and if you've done everything you can and there still seems to be no 
way to resolve the conflict then, you know, you can't just keep beating your 
head against the wall. Once you've done all your communication, you've 
asked all the questions, you tried to get as deep as you can, if one of those 
two parties is still convinced that there is no way to resolve… (C10, male) 
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In that, Coach 10 (male) mentions two more essential factors that can get in the way of 

conflict management: time and energy restrictions. Coaches often emphasized that situational 

circumstances or the amount of responsibilities simply required them to prioritize and 

sometimes did not allow for the efforts needed to resolve conflict. Similarly, coaches needed 

to consider the bigger picture by prioritizing team goals over individuals (willingness & 

priorities). Additionally, coaches and athletes explained that the behaviour of the other 

conflict partner is not entirely in their control, especially if there is a discrepancy between 

what is being agreed on and how it is followed up; Athlete 2 (female) said “Saying the right 

things but then not acting on them” would often get in the way of conflict resolution. 

Conflict outcomes 

Depending on the conflict management barriers faced and strategies utilized, conflict could 

lead to positive, neutral or negative, as well as short- and long-term outcomes. Within the 

main category of conflict outcomes, three sub-categories were identified: Intrapersonal, 

performance, and interpersonal outcomes; these are summarized in table 3.4.3.3. 

 

Table 3.4.3.3. Outcomes of conflict as experienced by coaches and athletes. 

Sub-category Theme Outcomes experienced by coaches and athletes 

Intrapersonal 
outcomes Well-being 

Athletes: low/depressive mood, sleep problems, enhanced 
risk for injuries, low self-esteem 
Both: high stress, rumination 

Sport development 
Coaches: enhanced/decreased coaching efficacy 
Athletes: enhanced sport-related skills and resilience 

Personal growth Athletes: self-awareness, communication skills, critical 
thinking, open-mindedness, empathy 

Performance 
outcomes Positive outcomes 

Athletes: effective solution that increases performance 
potential, better work ethic and motivation, better 
performance during competition 

Negative outcomes Athletes: performance stagnation or slumps due to lack of 
focus, motivation and energy 

Interpersonal 
outcomes Termination 

Coaches: athlete suspension 
Athletes: change coach/club, end career 

Relationship quality Both: promoted or decreased confidence in the relationship, 
communication, trust and respect 

Other relationships 
Coaches: increased/decreased influence upon team 
Athletes: improved relationships with other coaches 
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Intrapersonal outcomes. On an individual basis, immediate and long-term effects were, for 

example, related to wellbeing, with participants reporting heightened stress levels and 

rumination when conflict was not resolved constructively (e.g., avoidance strategies). 

Athletes further explained how they experienced sleep problems, anxiety or low/ depressive 

mood. Even injuries seemed to be a result of conflict when no agreement about training 

schedules and load was reached and athletes adhered to the set-up program; Athlete 2 

(female) stated that “I used to just go and do it [training program]. But I just kept getting 

injured just because I cannot do it, I just cannot do all that stuff”. Related to wellbeing were 

also athletes’ efficacy beliefs; whereas coaches did not report a decrease in self-confidence or 

self-esteem, athletes mentioned frequent doubts regarding sport-specific skills, but also their 

athletic and personal identity, especially when coaches engaged in overly competitive conflict 

management strategies. In line with that, Athlete 6 (female) shared “I felt like he was kind of 

breaking down my personality […] I felt really insecure, it was really strange, I felt really 

lost, I didn't know who I was anymore.” 

 Contrary, coaches emphasized the positive impact on one’s sport development that 

conflict may have, not only in regards to performance results, but also for the development of 

one’s coaching style and efficacy, Coach 10 (male) summarized “it's about developing and 

growing as a coach as much as an athlete.” Thus, conflict was perceived to foster resilience 

and teach athletes to embrace challenge. Outside the sport context it was thought to enhance 

personal growth by becoming more self-aware, developing communication skills and critical 

thinking, being able to take perspective and become more open-minded. One participant 

mentioned how they were able to disclose personal information to the coach and felt finally 

understood. These learning processes of athletes, however, required skilled conflict 

management from the coach. 

Performance outcomes. Positive performance outcomes were mainly associated with 

finding an effective solution for the original problem that both parties could agree upon.  

Resolved conflicts seemed to improve athletes' commitment and work ethic in the long run, 

sometimes forming a stepping stone for future performances, Coach 7 (male) said: 

[The athlete] won a bronze medal at the world champs this year, the senior 
championships [...] [the athlete] came back to work with me again and from 
then on [the athlete’s] commitment, progress has been like this [up] and [the 
athlete] told me that this was the best thing [conflict] I could ever have done.  

Few coaches also described how conflict led to sporting success, as an immediate result: 
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The end effect was that when he came to the competition he did the best 
competition he has ever done, he won the medal, he won all the individual 
apparatus medals and had the dream competition of his life. (C9, male) 

These effects were attributed to a desire to prove the coach wrong or a generally improved 

motivation/work ethic. Accordingly, athletes seemed to be able to channel negative emotions 

into their sport performance in the short-run, but also learnt from conflict long-term. 

However, some participants described how they tried to separate between the conflict 

with their coach/athlete and the task in order to avoid negative effects and perform 

consistently. Nevertheless, not all negative effects of conflict could be avoided, so discussed 

athletes and coaches how they worried about ongoing conflicts, felt distracted or physically 

and mentally exhausted, which resulted in decreased results or performance stagnation. 

Additionally, few athletes and coaches reported a lack of motivation immediately during or 

after the conflict. Moreover, coaching efficacy may deteriorate as a consequence of conflict 

both, short- and long-term, as athletes lost their focus on the sport or even respect and trust in 

the coach. Lastly, severe conflict promoted thoughts about career termination if it was 

perceived to a long-term impact on wellbeing, or no satisfying agreement was found: 

It might mean that you give up playing [sport] cause you can't - with all of the 
stuff [conflict] that takes away from the actual playing, so I guess it can 
challenge you to think of other things. (A6, female) 

 Interpersonal outcomes. Continuing this line of thought, even if athletes did not 

decide to terminate their sport career, they sometimes still parted ways with their coaches. 

Accordingly, conflicts have been reported to break coach-athlete relationships on a personal 

and professional level (termination). Further, athletes and coaches describe their relationships 

after conflict often as strained, tense, lacking respect, trust, confidence and openness, which 

were difficult to build up again. However, in a long-term perspective some conflicts did not 

impact relationship quality if both sides are able to move on. Most athletes and coaches 

perceived that conflict enhanced their relationships over time. Participants explained that 

conflict parties gained a better understanding of the other person because “in the heat of the 

moment, they say things that maybe give you a clue, gives you a clue to something that is 

sitting deep there but they are not prepared to talk about it, but in the heat of the moment they 

do” which then can be “picked up on when things are quietened down” (C9, male). Overall, 

participants highlighted the advantages of functional conflict, Coach 4 (male) concluded “The 

beauty about conflict is that it can actually make stronger relationships [...] actually a lot of 

my best relationships have come out of some conflict at some point.” 
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 Lastly, coach-athlete conflict may also be contagious and impact other relationships. 

If managed well it may even promote respect and trust in a coach and increase team cohesion; 

Coach 8 (male) who experienced conflict at the beginning of an international tournament said 

“It actually helped because I think the players respected me more after that. They thought 

‘Right, we've got to pull together here’ and it was forgotten”. In contrast, conflict may also 

lead to alliances between athletes against the coach, criticism from other staff members or 

coaches. Taken together, it seems that conflict “makes or breaks a relationship” (A6, 

female). 

3.5.2 Discussion 

 Utilizing the framework of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships (chapter I; 

Wachsmuth et al., 2017) as a scaffold, the current research focused on exploring practical 

strategies used by coaches and athletes to prevent and manage conflict as well as assessing 

their effectiveness in relation to perceived conflict outcomes. Specifically, the following 

research questions were explored: 1) What and how practical strategies do coaches and 

athletes implement to prevent and manage interpersonal conflict, and 2) what conflict 

outcomes do coaches and athletes experience as a result of successful/unsuccessful conflict 

management? Participants’ reports revealed that coaches and athletes aimed to prevent 

conflict through implicit and explicit strategies and further managed conflict after its onset by 

utilizing intra- and interpersonal strategies as well as by seeking external support. In their 

attempts to manage conflict, sport participants experienced a range of barriers which 

influenced immediate and long-term conflict outcomes. In accordance with the study’s 

analytical approach of directed content analyses, which is generally used to “validate or 

extent” existing theories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1281), the current findings support the 

conceptual framework of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships and further expand it. 

Within this discussion, we aim to integrate the current findings into the existing research in 

order to make sense of them into a holistic manner.  

The generated findings highlight that conflict may represent a functional as well as a 

dysfunctional process within the coach-athlete relationship. Accordingly, participants 

described conflict as an unpleasant process that should be prevented as it may lead to 

detrimental outcomes. On the other hand, participants reported that conflict may facilitate 

interpersonal relationships, personal development and performance if managed appropriately. 

Nonetheless, it was evident that participants departed from the simplistic differentiation of 

constructive/unconstructive conflict management by offering a more differentiated view 
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covering various intra- and interpersonal strategies as well as third party involvement. They 

explained that some strategies seemed to be constructive in some situations, whereas others 

were appropriate under different circumstances.  

Interpersonal conflict as a dysfunctional process  

Though results of this study are in line with the relevant literature (e.g., Jowett & 

Shanmugam, 2016) and highlight the value of high quality coach-athlete relationships for 

sport development, performance, satisfaction as well as well-being, they also illustrate the 

importance of preventing potential negative consequences (e.g., performance stagnation, ill-

being) when coach-athlete interactions become dysfunctional (e.g., misunderstandings, 

disagreements, conflict). While Dixon and Warner (2010) argued that strong coach-athlete 

bonds may be a “desirable feature” (p. 159) for coaches within lower level American college 

sports, the findings of the current study explicate that these strong bonds are absolutely vital 

and require protection within high performance environments. 

The results of this study highlighted several approaches to protect these strong bonds 

by ensuring continuous lines of open communication which promote the formation of a 

common ground of shared information and expectations. In accordance with the notions of 

transformational leadership (Hoption, Phelan, & Barling, 2007) and autonomy supportive 

coaching (Bartholomew et al., 2009), coaches were further expected to facilitate athletes’ 

motivation and performance by considering individuals’ needs, encouraging athletes to think 

critically while creating an environment in which athletes bought into coaches’ visions. It was 

evident through the participants’ reports that the strategies employed created an optimal 

training environment in which dysfunctional conflict was less likely to occur. However, 

coaches and athletes highlighted how implicit conflict prevention through strong working 

alliances was not sufficient, but instead needed to be purposefully supported by strategies that 

prevented coach-athlete conflict (explicit conflict prevention). For example, coaches 

attempted to reduce conflict potential by carefully considering both the selection of team 

members and the leaders within the team based on interpersonal aspects (e.g., intra-team 

relationships, personality, values). Similar to Jowett and Carpenter (2015), participants 

further outlined the importance of setting clear expectations and rules. In addition, the current 

study further details the manner in which expectations and rules were set and implemented 

through the identification of common goals, negotiation of acceptable terms, continuous 

evaluation and revision, coaches’ role modelling, as well as athletes’ timely communication 

of potential concerns or their unconditional compliance to coaches’ decisions. 



 

 90 

While athlete compliance as an explicit form of conflict prevention was often caused 

by controlling coaching behaviours and promoted destructive coach-athlete interactions in the 

long-run (cf. Bartholomew et al., 2009; Felton & Jowett, 2013), coaches’ use of forceful 

strategies was deemed appropriate in some conflict situations. For example, 

forceful/dominant conflict management strategies were considered constructive when quick 

decisions needed to be made (e.g., during competition), when several individuals were 

involved (e.g., multiple athletes), or athletes were perceived to lack respect for the coach or 

commitment to the sport. In contrast to previous research in which the coach was usually 

portrait as the one holding power over the athlete (e.g., Cranmer & Goodboy, 2015), also 

athletes reported utilizing dominant/forceful approaches to coach conflict, especially when 

their personal health (e.g., injury) or private life choices (e.g., education) were concerned. 

Nonetheless, even though these strategies could be positive and effective in the short-term, if 

they were to be applied over time they could lead to ongoing or frequently reoccurring 

interpersonal conflict, especially if athletes perceived them as inappropriate or unnecessary. 

Under these circumstances, not only would athletes and coaches perceive conflicts as 

dysfunctional, but they would also lead to negative performance, intra- and interpersonal 

outcomes, such as decreased motivation and focus, low mood, increased stress and anxiety 

levels, higher injury rates, and relationship termination. In such circumstances athletes 

indicated low levels of self-esteem and undermined identity beliefs as a result of 

interpersonal conflict. These findings are in line with Tamminen et al.’s (2013) reports 

whereby athletes identified dysfunctional coach-athlete interactions as cause of self-doubt, 

identity loss and even suicidal thoughts. Research is warranted in the area of chronic conflict 

and its potential influence on well-being and performance. The current results suggest that 

self-regulation and external support may provide some initial resources to cope with conflict-

induced stress; however, more research is required to substantiate this finding. 

Conflict management barriers  

While the current study did not specifically aim to investigate conflict management 

barriers, multiple factors which inhibited constructive intra- and interpersonal strategies to 

deal with coach-athlete dispute became apparent and included personal unawareness, 

unwillingness or missing mutually acceptable solutions. Often these barriers were the result 

of insufficient communication between the dyad members. It was evident from the 

participants’ reports that social norms and cultural expectations (Potrac & Jones, 2009), such 

as traditional role definitions whereby coaches 'lead’ and athletes ‘follow’, shaped a 
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performance environment within which power differentials, as well as lack of trust and 

openness existed. 

For example, some athletes perceived their coaches to possess high levels of 

legitimate (formal hierarchy) and coercive power (capacity to punish) that they were not 

prepared to challenge, and therefore obliged them to follow their coaches’ decisions even 

though they disagreed. These negative aspects of power seem to be consistent with previous 

findings related to abusive behaviours or poor coaching practices (e.g., D’Arripe-

Longueville, 1998; Kristiansen et al., 2012). While athletes perceived these behaviours as 

inappropriate, ineffective and negative, coaches viewed them as “the right way of coaching” 

and a way of gaining respect (Potrac & Jones, 2009). This notion is supported by previous 

work on coaching effectiveness and emotional abuse which nonetheless illustrates athletes’ 

acceptance of these behaviours in an effort to be seen as ‘a good athlete’ (e.g., D’Arripe-

Longueville, 1998; Stirling & Kerr, 2009). Having said this, our research shows some 

athletes did not tolerate such a coaching style and openly challenged these behaviours or even 

terminated the relationship with their coaches. Yet, Stirling and Kerr (2009) explained that 

athletes’ choices in regards to training venues and/or personal coaches may be limited, thus, 

resistance to coaches’ behaviours can potentially determine their future sporting career. 

Athletes’ resistance is more likely to emerge when coaches’ behaviours are negative 

or inappropriate, and thus, when coaches’ behaviour is more positive then athletes may be 

more willing to cooperate. Thus, behaviours linked to coaches’ capacity to positively 

influence athletes by displaying competence and expertise (i.e., prosocial power; French & 

Raven, 1959) can promote athletes’ followership and compliance, and as such may reduce 

conflict (Cranmer & Goodboy, 2015). Participants in the current study reported behaviours 

such as forming common rules by openly discussing expectations and roles (cf. Jowett & 

Carpenter, 2015) as well as by showing competence through expert feedback, thorough 

preparation and role modelling. Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that coaches also 

experience a multitude of organisational demands (e.g., Olusoga et al., 2009) and ultimately 

need to manage a range of relationships in order to satisfy expectations of sport organisations. 

Hence, limited time and energy resources may sway coaches’ priorities towards matters 

perceived to be more urgent and away from individual conflict situations, as mentioned 

within this study. In sum, environmental and cultural factors are likely to influence conflict 

management within coach-athlete relationships. Accordingly, future research should 

investigate social networks, environmental circumstances and cultural aspects systematically 

in order to offer a holistic understanding of conflict processes. As such conflict research may 



 

 92 

offer an opportunity to unravel the complex, chaotic and “ambiguous social environments” of 

coaching (North, 2013, p. 288) while it considers an interdisciplinary approach, including for 

example psychology, sociology and pedagogy. Such an approach could generate knowledge 

and understanding that is applied, comprehensive and multi-faceted and may be used by sport 

practitioners (e.g., athletes, coach-related staff, sport psychologists) to create challenging but 

healthy sporting environments in which interpersonal conflict can be managed successfully. 

Interpersonal conflict as a constructive process  

In contrast to the above results which portray conflict as disruptive and dysfunctional 

process, participants of the current study also considered conflict as a valuable and 

constructive process. They reported seeking out opportunities following conflict to 

collaborate and develop short- or long-term agreements which promoted performance, 

personal growth and interpersonal relationships. Taking into account the previously described 

power differentials, coaches (as knowledgeable and experienced leaders) were thought to be 

best placed to prevent and manage conflict constructively. As such, coaches were expected to 

take the first step towards resolution, and held responsible for guiding athletes through 

conflict by being in control of their own emotions, co-regulating athletes’ emotions as well as 

responding empathically in a given situation (cf. Lopes et al., 2011). This included being able 

to judge whether it was more appropriate to approach the athlete in a caring manner or 

whether an opportunity presented to challenge athletes’ core values and beliefs. This finding 

aligns with the broader conflict literature which has shown that opposing and collaborating 

communication strategies enhance long-term satisfaction depending on contextual 

characteristics, such as attachment style, likelihood of evoking change, and the importance of 

the conflict topic (Overall & McNulty, 2017). Future research should aim to explore the 

conflict and the specific communication strategies employed during the life-course of the 

coach-athlete relationship. 

In addition, participants in the current study viewed conflict as an opportunity for life 

skill learning and personal development which has often been emphasized as an essential 

element of sport (e.g., Gould, & Carson, 2008; Jones, & Lavallee, 2009). Accordingly, 

coaches and athletes identified potential for personal growth through self-awareness, 

empathy, as well as adversity and resilience, and skill development through communication 

and self-regulation as a long-term response to conflict. Further, it was evident that an 

increased flow of information also enhanced task clarity and problem-solving, and as such 

aided performance directly. The findings of this study mirror previous research (e.g., Holt et 
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al., 2012) that reported beneficial aspects of conflict within sport teams. However, whereas 

successful conflict management seemed to be essential for the positive development of the 

individual and the relationship (cf. Cramer, 2002), the impact of conflict on performance may 

be more complex to capture and understand. It is noteworthy that on one hand negative 

emotions and increased arousal during conflict seemed to be linked to increased motivation 

and stimulated performance for some athletes, but on the other hand, conflict was perceived 

to be distractive and exhausting by others. As previously suggested, it will be of interest to 

explore the associations between conflict and positive versus negative (performance) 

outcomes by studying the context within which conflict evolves, including situational 

circumstances (e.g., training versus competition), individual characteristics (e.g., personality, 

skills, gender, age), and environmental factors (e.g., sport culture/system). In addition, factors 

worth investigating may also include sources of support that coaches and athletes can rely on 

in their efforts to manage conflict, such as third party help (e.g., sport psychology support, 

social network) as indicated by the participants within this study.  

3.6. Chapter Summery 

In summary, interpersonal conflict presents researchers in sport with a relatively new 

theoretical and empirical challenge. Clearly there is ample scope to explore and thus 

discover. The present study contributes to this new field of investigation by exploring 

determinants, nature, management and outcomes of conflict. Several recommendations can 

be concluded that enable practitioners to approach conflict constructively and as such 

enhance the effectiveness of coach-athlete dyads. Conflict is inevitable in any kind of 

relationships (Canary, 2008), and thus it is important to increase coaches and athletes’ 

awareness and highlight that while conflict can be detrimental, it may also be beneficial if it 

is approached in a manner that is functional. It has been highlighted how conflict-related 

cognitions, emotions, and behaviours manifest both separately and together over time and as 

such influence the course of conflict. Thus, responding to conflicts with self-doubt, insecurity 

and withdrawal (uncertain response), or even angry, aggressively and self-centred (escalating 

response) may lead to an escalation of conflict, whereas a more problem-oriented, caring 

approach connected with a sense of calmness and relief potentially facilitates coping and 

conflict management. In turn, it is both coaches and athletes’ willingness to engage in 

constructive conflict management and ability to communicate effectively that can have 

important ramifications in minimizing negative and facilitating positive conflict. Yet, it 

seems a challenge for athletes to find a way to open up, start a dialogue and address issues 
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with their coaches that really concern them, therefore it is coaches’ experience and position 

within the dyad that may make them key problem solvers during difficult times. 

Even though these initial results shed some light on the complexity of this line of 

inquiry, there is substantial need for further investigations. Future research should, for 

example, advance conflict knowledge by collecting data from coach-athlete dyads as there is 

initial evidence within the current data suggesting that perceptions of specific conflict events 

differ between them. In addition, different sample characteristics, such as length of 

relationship, performance level, sport type or training set-ups (e.g., training camps, training 

group) may also be worth investigating. However, as “the list [of conflict determinants] is 

endless” (Athlete 7) future research should aim to identify patterns and effects of co-

occurring factors that offset conflict in order to establish a better understanding of its content, 

intensity, frequency, and duration. Further work that warrants attention may also target 

specific questions such as: Are frequent conflicts detrimental to the partnership between 

coaches and athletes even if resolved? How does conflict influence athletes and coaches’ 

wellbeing, or what is the effect of conflict on performance? To do so, the development of a 

psychometric tool to assess conflict within coach-athlete relationships may prove beneficial 

as it would allow researchers to study conflict determinants and processes more 

systematically by conducting cross-sectional as well as longitudinal research. Recognizing 

patterns within the determinants and onset of conflict which lead to functional or 

dysfunctional processes is important as it can facilitate the use of appropriate conflict 

management strategies which in turn promote healthy and successful sport relationships. 

Thus, future research may also help to identify the knowledge and skills necessary to 

effectively manage coach-athlete conflict. Based on this information training programs which 

facilitates conflict prevention and management among may be developed and empirically 

tested. This is an area that sport psychologist could support via educational programs as well 

as within consultancy services, and as such empower coaches and athletes to effectively 

address their concerns with each other. In turn, interpersonally skilful athletes and coaches 

could actively contribute to the development and maintenance of functional and healthy 

relationships in which performance can flourish and individuals grow.  
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 Sport Psychology Practitioners’ Experiences of  

Coach-Athlete Conflict 

4.1. Introduction 

 The first study of this PhD project has provided detailed insight into elite coaches and 

athletes’ experiences of interpersonal conflict. It outlined the nature of conflict itself and also 

highlighted the importance of effective conflict management in the pursuit of close, trusting 

and collaborative coach-athlete relationships. It became apparent that a constructive approach 

to conflict, marked by open communication, mutual understanding and willingness to find 

acceptable solutions for both sides, led athletes and coaches to form even closer working 

partnerships. However, given the environmental challenges within high performance settings 

(e.g., high pressure, set hierarchical structures) as well as individuals’ personal characteristics 

in regards to, for example, maturity and skills level, effective conflict management was not 

always easy to achieve. Thus, sport participants often referred to external sources of support 

to deal with difficult interpersonal situations. In addition to family and friends, who offered a 

safe place to vent frustration and seek emotional support, sport psychologists were reported to 

facilitate conflict prevention and management within coach-athlete dyads. For instance, sport 

psychologists were used to seek advice, gather information, as well as to reflect upon and 

modify personal behaviours. These preliminary findings regarding the involvement of sport 

psychologists in interpersonal processes between coaches and athletes resonate with findings 

of other scholars investigating psychosocial processes in sport (e.g., Holt et al., 2012; 

McCann, 2008). 

Though sport psychologists are often hired to focus on performance-enhancement 

through mental skills training (e.g., Wrisberg, Loberg, Simpson, Withycombe, & Reed, 2010; 

Martin, Zakrajsek, & Wrisberg, 2012; Zakrajsek, Steinfeldt, Bodey, Martin, & Zizzi, 2013), 

they have indeed accepted a range of roles and responsibilities within diverse sport settings. 

These target, for example, athletes’ abilities to cope with injury and rehabilitation, to 

overcome competitive anxiety and withstand performance pressure, or stress management 

and life skill learning. Additionally, sport psychologists have been suggested to offer pastoral 

care for athletes as well as to ensure sport participants’ overall wellbeing (e.g., Cook & 

Fletcher, 2017; Gamble, Hill, & Parker, 2013; Haberl & Peterson, 2006; Wrisberg et al., 

2010; Zakrajsek et al., 2013). Moreover, Cook and Fletcher (2017) emphasized elite coaches’ 

desire to work closely with sport psychologists to support their management of personal 



 

 97 

demands within performance environments, as well as to synchronize coaches and staff 

members’ messages communicated to performers. Thus, while coaches within this study were 

concerned that sport psychologists potentially undermined their authority and presented a 

threat to coach-athlete relationships, they also recognized sport psychologists’ potential to 

establish a common vision and effective working relationships by coordinating 

communicative processes within an organisation. These findings align with the overarching 

tasks sport psychologists have been given in regards to interpersonal processes, such as 

improving communication skills, increasing coaching effectiveness through leadership 

training or by focusing directly on the coach-athlete relationship, or enhancing intra-team/     

-organisation relationships via teambuilding and conflict management (e.g., Barnett, Smoll, 

& Smith, 1992; Haberl & Peterson, 2006; Langan, Blake, & Londsdale, 2013; Rhind & 

Jowett, 2012; Vealey, 2017; Vella, Oades, & Crowe, 2010; Zakrajsek et al., 2013).  

Some recommendations specific to conflict prevention and management may, thus, be 

gained from the literature on team dynamics (see literature review; e.g., Holt et al., 2012; 

Paradis et al., 2014a, 2014b; Vealey, 2017). For example, multiple scholars advised to 

implement teambuilding activities which target effective communication processes, and help 

establish behavioural guidelines or specific rules to prevent conflict (e.g., Holt et al., 2012; 

Paradis et al., 2014a; Partridge & Knapp, 2015; Vealey, 2017). During ongoing intra-team 

conflict, Holt et al. (2012) further suggested that sport psychologists may help to structure 

and mediate team meetings in which underlying disagreements could be discussed open and 

honestly within a safe atmosphere. To optimize conflict resolution within teams, sport 

psychologists were further advised to isolate core problems within conflicts in order to 

implement situation-specific strategies (Paradis et al., 2014a, 2014b).  

 However, while there is some empirical evidence on team-focused interventions 

(Martin, Carron, & Burke, 2009), only little information is available on how sport 

psychologists may support coaches and athletes in their efforts to form effective relationships 

and dealing with crisis, such as conflict. A prime example for potential interventions focusing 

on relationship building is provided by Rhind and Jowett (2012) who encourage sport 

psychologists to “think dyadically” (p. 234) and offer advise on how to enhance coach-athlete 

interactions by developing qualities such as closeness, commitment and collaboration within 

the dyad. The authors outline specific strategies as to how sport psychologists may help to 

prevent conflict by enhancing coach-athlete communication, for example, in regards to being 

open and honest, conveying support and being motivational, as well as using preventive 

strategies, such as contracting expectations and rules. Acknowledging that conflict may also 
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occur within well-functioning coach-athlete relationships, it was further recommended to 

focus on the roots of disagreements rather than “treating the symptoms” (p. 236), and to 

support relationship members to find mutually acceptable solutions to problems, as well as to 

review and revise adopted solutions over time. As such Rhind and Jowett (2012) highlight 

sport psychologists’ responsibility to help prevent and manage coach-athlete conflict. Similar 

recommendations have been made within the scope of  third party interventions in 

relationship or business conflicts: Covering some strategies used by sport psychologists, 

problem-focused mediation, for example, provides a structured process in which an impartial 

mediator supports “the parties search for a mutually acceptable solution to their conflict and 

to counter tendencies toward competitive win-lose strategies” (Kressel, 2014; p. 817) by 

utilizing reflexive (e.g., rapport building, conflict diagnostics), contextual (e.g., setting rules, 

creating safe atmosphere, promoting effective communication), and substantive (e.g., conflict 

definition, problem-solving, implementation agreement, follow-up) behavioural strategies 

(Kressel, 2014). However, in contrast to the literature on third party interventions, Rhind and 

Jowett offer these suggestions based on research focusing on the coach-athlete dyad rather 

than on the actual professional practice of sport psychologists. 

In conclusion, few recommendations have been made in regards to sports 

psychologists’ roles and possibilities to facilitate coach-athlete interactions and promote high 

quality working relationships, as well as to intervene in conflicts among athletes (e.g., Holt et 

al., 2012; Paradis et al., 2014a, Wachsmuth et al., 2017). While the conflict management 

strategies proposed within the sport psychology literature seem to be similar to established 

practices in other settings, they are neither substantiated by empirical research nor described 

with enough precision to allow transfer into one’s own practice. Moreover, only a small 

amount of possible third party interventions have actually been referred to within sport 

settings (e.g., mediation, skill training), leaving a vast amount of open questions in regards to 

other established forms of conflict management and resolution. Concerns may also arise 

about the overall contextual circumstances enabling/impeding sport psychologists’ 

opportunities to intervene in coach-athlete conflict; for example, in regards to the pressurized 

and performance-focused sport environment or psychologists’ general roles and 

responsibilities within sport organisations. Therefore, the current study aimed at 1) exploring 

sport psychologists’ roles in and approaches to managing coach-athlete conflict, 2) 

identifying which characteristics of sport participants sport psychologists perceived as 

facilitative for conflict management, and 3) at examining barriers encountered by sport 

psychology practitioners when working with coach-athlete dyads. 
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4.2. Method 

Participants 

 A purposeful sample consisting of sixteen sport psychology practitioners2 (SPP) 

working within the German (N = 9) and British (N = 7) sport system was used for this study. 

Strict recruitment criteria were employed to ensure participants’ capability to offer in-depth 

information on the topic of interest while, at the same time, collecting a range of experiences 

within diverse sport environments (McDougall, Nesti, & Richardson, 2015). To be eligible 

for this study, participants were required to have least three years of practical work 

experience delivering sport psychology services to athletes and coaches within high 

performance sports. Moreover, participants had to confirm previous circumstances in which 

they were confronted with coach-athlete conflict in their role as a sport psychology provider. 

These criteria were chosen above the official qualification in order to ensure similar levels of 

experience as the respective training routes for sport psychology practitioners vary 

significantly between the countries after graduating from university. Thus, while the 

development pathway in Germany, regulated by the association for sport psychology (asp), 

usually takes less than a year, the training route according to BASES or BPS in the UK takes 

a minimum of two years after obtaining a master’s degree. However, participants in this study 

had been delivering applied sport psychology services between 5 and 43 years; averaging a 

work experience of 14.6 years (German sample; 5-43 years) and 13.0 years (British sample, 

5-22 years), respectively. It needs to be noted that while the majority of British participants 

worked solely in sports, participants within the German sample had a variety of professional 

experiences within clinical or organizational settings. Participants, further, based their sport 

psychology services on diverse philosophical beliefs and practical approaches (e.g., 

acceptance-commitment therapy, humanistic approaches, solution-focused coaching), and 

also differed in regards to their own sport involvement (i.e., performance/coaching level).  

Data collection 

 After ethical clearance was obtained from the university’s ethics committee 

participants were contacted via standardized emails, via telephone or personally. They were 

informed about the content and purpose of the study, made aware that interviews would be 

audio-recorded and parts of the data may be used for scientific publications under which 

circumstances their anonymity would be protected. The interview guide (Appendix 2) was 

                                            
2 Considering the different requirements to use the title “Sport psychologist” across the two 
countries participants will be referred to as sport psychology practitioners (SPP) 
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based on findings of the previous study as well as on the available literature on the topic (e.g., 

Holt et al., 2012), it contained 26 questions across four parts: 1) a main introduction, 2) SPPs 

perception about and role in coach-athlete conflict, 3) challenges in dealing with coach-

athlete conflict, and 4) a reflective summery and outlook. Interviews across both samples 

were carried out in personal meetings as well as via skype. Four interviews with British 

participants were led by a local MSc student who used this data for their dissertation. The 

student had been trained in qualitative research methods and obtained regular supervision 

throughout the project, including the discussion of an initial pilot interview. The remaining 

interviews were carried out by the main researcher who had herself an education and initial 

work experiences in applied sport psychology service delivery. While this common ground 

facilitated rapport between the researcher and participants, it was essential to be aware about 

and reflect upon how these experiences may have influenced the interview process and 

interpretation of the data (e.g., different working philosophies). 

 Before each interview, participants were asked to provide basic demographic 

information, such as experience as a sport psychology practitioner (SPP) and work conducted 

in other fields; they were also given a short summery of the interview process. The 

introductory questions of the interview focused on participants’ development as a sport 

psychology practitioner covering one’s professional training, philosophical approach and 

views about the importance of coach-athlete/client - SPP relationships. This first part was not 

only meant to create a comfortable atmosphere and facilitate researcher-participant rapport, 

but was also considered important for understanding participants’ reports on their work with 

coach-athlete dyads. Within the main interview, questions covered SPPs’ experiences of 

coach-athlete conflict (e.g., What different conflicts between coaches/athletes have you 

experienced in your work as a SP?), skills and characteristics SPPs perceived as facilitating 

constructive conflict management (e.g., What are key skills or characteristics of 

coaches/athletes to prevent or manage conflict? How do you develop them?), and their 

approaches to prevent and manage coach-athlete conflict (e.g., What methods do you employ 

to prevent or manage conflict? What is your role during an episode of ongoing coach-athlete 

conflict?). Subsequently, participants were asked to reflect upon barriers or challenges they 

perceived when managing coach-athlete conflict (e.g., What ethical issues have you come 

across when working with coach-athlete dyads in conflict?). Finally, the interview concluded 

with a reflective summery of participants’ account on coach-athlete conflict (e.g., How would 

you reflect on your experiences during coach-athlete conflict?) and an invitation to share any 

other thoughts they may have had on the topic.  
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 The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed for some degree of flexibility 

and as such ensured a natural, flowing conversation (Smith & Caddick, 2012) in which the 

interviewer had the opportunity to prompt responses of participants to gain further in-depth 

information. Overall, interviews lasted between 46 and 105 minutes (Mduration GER = 65.5, 

Mduration UK = 79.1). 

Data analyses 

 All interviews were transcribed verbatim and added up to 491 pages of double-spaced 

text. Considering the lack of existing literature and knowledge around the roles of sport 

psychology practitioners in handling coach-athlete conflict, an inductive approach to data 

analyses was chosen. Thus, an inductive thematic analysis of all interview transcripts was 

conducted to identify common patterns across participants’ reports (Braun, Clarke, & Weate, 

2017). This was initially done separately for all participants, before a cross-case analysis was 

carried out.  

 The process of data analysis followed the six-phase model provided by Braun et al. 

(2017). In a first step, the main researcher familiarized themselves with the interviews by re-

listening to the audio-tapes as well as reading carefully through the transcripts, this process 

also involved an initial coding of the data as well as taking reflective notes about the 

researcher’s understanding of or potential questions about the data. Next, initial codes were 

explored to form connections between the participants’ reports and as such to identify shared, 

underlying concepts and patterns within the data set. This process of clustering resulted in a 

preliminary set of lower-order themes, for example, SPPs’ function as a sounding board or 

translator. Thereafter, interferences were drawn between the lower-order themes combining 

similar data patterns into larger meaning units (higher-order themes; e.g., SPPs’ role as an 

educator, facilitator, or protector). All lower- and higher-order themes were critically 

reviewed by revisiting the original interview transcripts in order to ensure congruence 

between the participants’ accounts and the interpretation of the researcher. Within this step, 

minor changes in the organization (i.e., hierarchy and clustering) of the themes were 

undertaken before definitions were added to the final lower-and higher themes. These 

definitions provided a narrative that encapsulates the essence of each theme as well as they 

outline the individual links to the main research question. Finally, higher-order themes were 

further grouped into overarching themes which provide the distinct structure to the data (e.g., 

SPPs’ roles; SPPs’ perceived challenges). Corresponding to the in chapter II described means 

aiming at promoting quality research (p. 59), several measures were taken to ensure rigor of 
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the data analyses within this study. For example, the analyses were supported by reflective 

notes and visual maps of the data as well as regularly discussed with both supervisors to 

facilitate reflection and critical thinking of the researcher (e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006; Coffey 

& Atkinson, 1996). Moreover, independent sport psychology practitioners and researchers 

acted as critical friends in the final stages of the analyses (Smith & McGannon, 2017). The 

critical feedback offered on the emerging results supported the definition and structuring of 

final higher- and lower-order themes. 

4.3. Results 

The thematic analysis resulted in the three overarching themes of Desirable Skills and 

Characteristics of Sport Participants, Sport Psychology Practitioners’ Roles in Managing 

Coach-Athlete Relationships and their Perceived Challenges in doing so; these were further 

divided into 15 higher-order themes (3x skills and characteristics, 6x SPP roles/challenges; 

sub-themes are highlighted in italic). While all higher-order themes are represented in both 

the German (GER) and British (GB) participants, differences between the samples are 

outlined within the lower-order themes when appropriate.  

Desirable skills and characteristics of sport participants 

 Sport psychology practitioners (SPPs) referred to a multitude of skills, characteristics 

and attitudes they perceived as important for coaches and/or athletes to possess in order to 

prevent and manage interpersonal conflict, and which supported SPPs work in doing so. 

 Coach-and-athlete-specific characteristics. SPPs described coaches and athletes’ 

positive mind-set towards each other as one of the most significant attributes that facilitated 

conflict management, especially emphasizing the need for respectful, accepting and trusting 

coach-athlete relationships in which both were appreciative of each other and realized that 

they were there to help another to perform. One German SPP (GER-5; male) referred to two 

main attitudes required for constructive conflict management: 

I think, on one hand, being authentic – letting somebody be who they are – if 
somebody reacts emotionally that’s fine, if somebody reacts hesitant that’s fine 
too. From my perspective, one has to learn to be authentic and let the other be 
too. On the other hand, the second important thing you need to internalize is 
an attitude of “They are saying this to help me, to support me and not because 
they want to embarrass me.” So, it’s having an appreciative attitude towards 
another, knowing they wanna help not belittle me, even if it may hurt in the 
moment. 
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SPPs further explained that coaches and athletes should approach interpersonal difficulties 

with curiosity as they presented opportunities for learning. However, SPPs acknowledged 

that this openness was only possible when coaches and athletes were confident in themselves 

and the overall relationship, whereas “if the coach is insecure and the athlete is insecure, they 

are more likely to feel affronted,” thus, “if you have a firm self-esteem, you deal with these 

things in a more relaxed and open manner” (GER-4, male). Further, participants highlighted 

“a skill of patience and a skill of acceptance that things can’t always go your way” (GB-5, 

female) as the highly demanding sport environment often slowed down interpersonal 

processes; that also included being comfortable being uncomfortable when conflict needed to 

be endured over periods of time or when openly talking about/listening to personal concerns. 

 These characteristics were supported by intra- and interpersonal skills of coaches and 

athletes. Intrapersonal skills included being able to regulate one’s emotions, thoughts and 

motivation, and stress management which were both claimed to decrease the likelihood for 

conflict onset and escalation as well as for potential negative consequences of conflict (e.g., 

sleeping problems, low mood). Additionally, SPPs emphasized the need for a social support 

network to cope with conflict induced stress and frustration as well as for seeking advice. A 

British participant (GB-7, male) was concerned about coaches’ wellbeing and its effect on 

coach-athlete interactions: 

Sport is not conducive to good wellbeing and so typically coaches are playing 
out their own dysfunction because what’s happening for them in life more 
broadly into their relationships with athlete, so I argue that if we want to help 
coaches understand and manage conflict more effectively it’s to actually turn 
that mirror around and go “How well do I look after myself? How well do I 
engage in good self-care? Do I use my support as well?” – and then [coaches 
are] better able to enter that dynamic with the athlete.  

Thus, self-reflection and self-awareness were thought to be important for conflict 

management. It was assumed that by enhancing individuals’ understanding of their own 

contribution to conflict future disagreements could be prevented from escalating. One way to 

support this process was open and honest communication within a dyad which helped to “find 

a way to manage it [conflict triggers] and a way to manage it is to be honest - they still will 

irritate the hell out of each other, but now they know why they are irritated by each other” 

(GB-6, male). Thus, basic communication and perspective taking skills were assumed 

essential for preventing and managing conflict, however, expectations for athletes and 

coaches differed in regards to the specific skill sets and capabilities, strongly depending on 

age and experience of the individuals.  
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 Athlete-specific characteristics. Overall, athletes were expected to be able and 

willing to express personal needs and concerns to coaches. Acknowledging the hierarchical 

structure and formal power difference between coaches and athletes, SPPs emphasized the 

need for mature and responsible athletes with “assertive communication skills” (GB-6, male). 

It was reported that even basic communication skills (e.g., I-statements; active listening) 

empowered athletes to address concerns and disagreements without inducing conflict, as well 

as to negotiate their interests effectively during conflict. Moreover, athletes’ basic 

understanding of communication processes (e.g., 4-sides model; Schulz von Thun, 2001), 

starting with a simple four steps process “what is in your mind, how does it get out, how is it 

received and how interpreted” (GER-3, male) enabled them to better understand their coach-

athlete interaction and facilitated perspective taking. Finally, SPPs reported how athletes’ 

display of “volitional skills and hard work” (GER-7, male) during training and competition 

not only reduced the likelihood of conflict, but also provided them with a better foundation 

for conflict management.  

 Coach-specific characteristics. Whereas SPPs only listed a limited amount of skills 

and characteristics that they perceived as important for athletes, expectations for coaches 

were greater. For instance, coaches were expected to be able to adapt communication 

processes to the characteristics of individuals and/or the situation, including being able to 

judge when to challenge or to respond empathically (advanced communication skills). It was 

talked about “the concept of ‘can you regulate yourself first’ which will allow you to 

mentalize the position of others and therefore give the opportunity for empathic responding” 

(GB-7, male). However, sometimes the key was simply listening: 

[The athlete] spoke to me and told me he doesn’t mind disagreeing with people, 
what he objected to was the fact that he believed he wasn’t being listened to. It 
was interesting for him because when he was trying to put his point forward, 
they just knocked him back. He told me that if they had attempted to just listen, 
then conflict might have been avoided ultimately, so it’s interesting to see how 
communication is key within these relationships really. (GB-7, male) 

In order to evaluate any given situation, coaches were thought to require sound analytical 

skills (e.g., sport demands, situational stressors) and would benefit from high levels of 

emotional intelligence as well as from an understanding of psychological processes such as 

projection and counter-projection, so that coaches realize “it’s not the athlete, but my own 

history that I am bringing into this” (GER-2, female). Overall, SPPs emphasized the need for 

coaches to reflect upon the impact of their own sport experiences and personal values on their 

coaching practice. It was thought to be essential to develop a personal coaching philosophy 
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which guided rules and expectations within the training environment, and as such helped to 

prevent and manage conflict. However, SPPs unfortunately had to acknowledge that “a lot of 

coaches haven’t got their philosophies worked out, they make it up as they go along” (GB-1, 

male). While coaches’ ideal approach to practice was ultimately described as other-oriented 

or athlete-centred, they were deemed responsible for initiating and guiding interpersonal 

processes such as conflict management. An understanding of their role as a leader, which 

was “neither a good mate nor a slave driver” included being able to tolerate negative 

experiences, a German SPP (GER-2, female) explained “the coach needs to be able to cope 

with being disliked, that is normal when you are the leader, it makes lonely, leadership makes 

lonely – a lot of coaches can’t handle this and therefore avoid conflict.” Linked to these 

unpleasant aspects of coaching and the high pressure put on performance coaches, SPPs 

underlined the importance of self-care, such as ensuring work-life balance or mental health 

especially in times of dispute and conflict.  

Sport psychology practitioners’ roles in managing coach-athlete relationships 

 The second higher-order theme covers six distinct lower-order themes describing the 

perceived roles and responsibilities of sport psychology practitioners in preventing and 

managing conflict between coaches and athletes. It should be emphasized that most 

participants referred to all of these roles across different conflicts with different coach-athlete 

dyads, however, it was not perceived necessary to always engage in all roles when working 

with one specific coach-athlete dyad or a single conflict event.   

 The SPPs as an educator. Participants reported frequently to provide information 

and facilitate understanding on various topics that they deemed important for conflict 

prevention and management, these included for both, athletes and coaches, communication 

and conflict skills, self-regulation, personality, and stress management; one German 

participant stated:  

I’m working in coach education. So in Basketball one aspect is self-
regulation, so coaches learning to regulate themselves. I’m also doing that 
for the coach academy in [city], there I’ll also talk about work-life balance 
and cover communication strategies. (GER-4, male) 

In line with the results previously outlined in regards to desirable skills and characteristics, 

SPPs reported a wide range of topics related to conflict which they may cover within coach 

education. Depending on the needs of clients and the educational setting (individual sessions, 

small groups, CPD courses) the content varied between areas of social psychology (e.g., 

leadership, group dynamics), developmental psychology (e.g., development of attachment 
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styles and effects on individuals’ self-regulation/interpersonal skills), psychodynamics (e.g., 

emotional suppression, counter-/projection), as well as consultancy skills (e.g., caregiver 

sensitivity, Littlefoot approach; Petitpas, 2000). It was also spoken about conflict as a process 

that naturally occurs within relationships and high performance environments, one British 

participant (GB-7, male) emphasized the importance of general education in this context: 

 [We] try to raise awareness through education, so actually to come in and 
normalize dysfunction [i.e., conflict] by understanding human development 
and human behaviour in performance contexts, so in terms of when we put 
ourselves into pressured environments or pressured systems […] so you can 
come in at a level which is education for everybody and through that 
hopefully people can recognize some of what you are talking to and see it in 
themselves, see it in people they work with and that gives permission to be 
spoken about more generally.  

While also covering few aspects of social psychology (e.g., group dynamics/team building) 

within athlete education, SPPs mainly focused on psychological skill training (e.g., 

traditional mental skills, acceptance commitment training), and coping with set-backs or 

negative feedback. For example, a German SPP (GER-4, male) offered “a workshop at the 

Olympic training centre with the topic ‘Dealing with criticism’ [...] the aim was to train 

unambiguous communication.” 

 The SPPs as a consultant. Related to their function as an educator was participants’ 

perceived role as a consultant. SPPs described how they would work one-to-one or in small 

groups with their clients to offer advice and support on various areas that were related to 

coach-athlete conflict. For example, participants mentioned how they raised awareness for 

the importance of high quality coach-athlete relationships and aimed at developing the social 

skills necessary to build these connections: 

I’m thinking of a situation with a development swimmer, from the beginning 
I had an agreement with the coach “This young man needs guidance as to 
how to shape social processes” – he doesn’t have any idea how to keep 
agreements or solve conflicts. (GER-5, male) 

This process often included the development and practical training of communication 

strategies as outlined by one of the British SPPs: 

I have a real responsibility is to upskill other members of staff, to upskill 
coaches, to upskill the physios and sport scientists around things like 
managing conflict or how to deal with relationship conflicts and building 
support networks for those different people within a high-performance 
environment. (GB-5, male) 
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In regards to coaches, an emphasis was put on the development of leadership skills and an 

optimal team environment. However, while SPPs perceived that “The best work you’ll do is 

working through coach and cultivating that climate” (GB-7, male), the work with coaches 

proved to be challenging and frequently required a less direct, nudging approach of SPPs. 

 Yet, it was not always possible to work with coaches or influence the overall team 

environment, therefore, participants described how they would work on improving athletes’ 

mind-set, motivation, and assertiveness over the course of multiple individual sessions. For 

example, one athlete received “assertiveness training […], three or four session […] get them 

to understand that [talking to the coach] was achievable and possible, and the technique that 

they could use to try to do that” (GB-6, male). However, SPP consultancy was not only 

important to prevent conflict, but also to cope with conflict and its potential negative 

consequences, for example, by strengthening individuals’ coping mechanism. As the final 

part of conflict management, SPPs also reported to conduct debriefs in order to facilitate 

learning and self-reflection of their clients and as such, prevent future conflicts from 

happening, as well as to ensure adherence to conflict agreements: 

I’m the one who then does a bit of a debrief following that session, to be like 
these were the key things that came out, these are the key things that we said 
we gonna do, these are the key things you need to go away with and lead to 
action, and these are the things that you need to put in action and we will 
have a follow up meeting to evaluate this. (GB-5, female) 

 The SPPs as an analyst and action planner. Whereas the first two roles as an 

educator and consultant included both, a direct focus on conflict as well as a more general 

developmental approach aiming to prepare for future conflict events, SPPs’ function as an 

analyst and action planner specifically refers to (potential) conflict events. Accordingly, 

participants explained strategies to identify (potential) conflict by observing and analysing 

individuals’ behaviours (e.g., communication, body language), coach-athlete interactions as 

well as situational and personal factors which would contribute to conflict (assessment). 

Often, SPPs were also approached by coaches and athletes asking for advice. Participants 

described how they would then aim at gathering as much information as possible, for 

example, via observations or interviews in order to understand the complexities of the 

specific conflict event. A German SPP emphasized the importance of a “clean diagnosis” by 

“primarily doing training observations […and] conducting interviews and having 

conversations with coaches and athletes, and if necessary also using a scale, but that’s rather 

scarce” (GER-7, male). Formal psychometric tools like personality tests were mainly used by 
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British SPPs to support the assessment process, but also to identify potential areas of future 

conflict for which ‘What-if scenarios’ could be created to avoid a potential escalation: 

So you can always pre-empt when the conflict will occur, it’s hard to find the 
time and space for this but if you do you can really plan on “what situation 
might occur?” and “How can we support that before it happens?” You can 
almost play chess here, but it always comes down to having that 
psychologically informed environment where you know your practices are 
having a positive impact on the athlete’s psychological state. (GB-4, male) 

Within individual or small group sessions, SPPs further aimed at analysing the conflict by 

defining the core problem, asking questions about conflict promoting factors and identifying 

solutions for the occurring problem. Some British participants here referred to 

multidisciplinary team (MDT) case formulations which they either joint as an internal sport 

psychologist or led as an external consultant:  

One thing that we try and do is what we call a multidisciplinary team case 
formulation, so where we have, so the player in question, that we are kinda 
looking to discuss, we will normally have the two coaches that work with the 
player, the sport scientist, the video analyst, myself as a psychologist and who 
often facilitates that session is my boss [more senior SPP] who is less 
involved –and we’ll review the conflict as a multidisciplinary team and try 
and resolve why this conflict is occurring, so why this player is struggling 
with this relationship or is struggling with his position in the team, 
information sharing through what we call an MDT case formulation 
conference – we all sit around the table, we share information, we identify 
what needs to change, what are the action points. (GB-5, female) 

An integral part of these MDT case formulations was the creation of an action plan which 

coaches and staff members were encouraged to comply with in order to solve conflicts with 

specific athletes. Similarly, SPPs reported planning further actions with individual clients 

whereby they usually focused on the performance-oriented purpose of the coach-athlete 

relationship but also considered the wellbeing of conflict parties (action planning). German 

SPPs gave detailed insight about the content of these induvial conversations which covered, 

for example, considerations about one’s own and the other party’s goals, specific behavioural 

strategies to achieve these goals, as well as planning and practicing (e.g., role play) 

communication strategies to approach an issue with the conflict partner. Lastly, German SPPs 

also referred to behavioural experiments to identify whether a perceived conflict was real or 

based on personal assumptions of athletes, for example: 

What I do is to think, together with the athlete, about possible solutions. So 
initially we may look at “What was that actually supposed to mean?!” We 
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work together on the possibility to directly address it, so to say or ask 
something. Maybe also consider a behavioural experiment, depending on 
whether it is actually just a concern that the athlete may have. However, a lot 
of the time athletes seek a conversation alone and we prepare before what 
say want to say and also practice it in the form of a role play. (GER-4, male) 

 The SPPs as a counsellor. In contrast to SPPs’ role as an analyst and action planner, 

participants reported how they sometimes also acted as a sounding board for athletes and 

coaches. Thus, conversations with SPPs were perceived as opportunities to openly express 

emotions and vent frustration, as well as offering a safe place for “saying what cannot be 

said” (GB-7, male). Another British participant shared:  

All I’ll ever do generally speaking is listen. Offer opportunities to reconnect 
with that person, but most of all, hold up that mirror. And I find people get to 
their own conclusions quite quickly. (GB-4, male) 

Thus, another important element of SPPs’ role as counsellor was to facilitate self-regulation 

and self-reflection. This included realizing that one’s perception may be “a truth but not the 

truth” (GER-5, male) and reflecting upon the questions ‘What is my part in the conflict?’ and 

‘How do I come across?’ As a result of these conversation, athletes and coaches further 

analysed the situation with SPPs or made their own conclusions about how to approach 

conflict, so that often no further action was needed, as recognized by a British participant: 

Sometimes in conflict, there can be a cooling off period, it doesn’t necessarily 
need an intervention. Sport is pressured, it’s a pressurised environment, as it 
should be in such a competitive arena, so conflict is possibly just a by-product 
of the environment. (GB-2, male) 

 The SPPs as a facilitator. In their role as a facilitator SPPs focused on directly 

enhancing interpersonal processes between coaches and athletes; three different approaches 

were mentioned to achieve this aim, ranging from initiating coach-athlete conversations to 

moderating group sessions.  

 Forming a bridge between coaches and athletes. An important part of this role was 

to increase mutual understanding, thus, SPPs often acted as a translator of individuals’ 

personality or helped to understand different opinions by asking directive questions, 

explaining complex situations or challenging individuals’ ways of thinking. A German SPP 

described a conflict at a major competition which caused a communication breakdown 

between the coach and some athletes: 

It was mainly about trying to make them understand how the other perceived 
the situation. I think that was the most important part, simply to explain the 
athlete why the coach and NGB reacted like they did. And then she [athlete] 
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defended herself, did the same with the other athlete, and then I needed to 
explain the athletes’ position to the coach. So I think, I was more supporting 
communication because they couldn’t manage themselves. (GER-9, male) 

SPPs further formed a bridge between coaches and athletes by focusing on common values 

and goals as well as explaining individuals’ behavioural preferences. Thus, SPPs enabled 

coaches and athletes to better adapt to one another, especially under stressful or pressurized 

circumstances, a British participant (GB-3, male) explained:  

The athlete is now valuing the coach very differently based on the work we’ve 
been doing on perceptions and evaluations. For me it’s not necessarily trying 
to tackle the conflict itself, it’s about aligning those two individual outcome 
beliefs, values and core principles. It’s about synchronising their beliefs, that’s 
when you see people thriving in an environment, and the conflict becomes very 
healthy in a challenging way.  

In contrast, few participants also mentioned how they would need to balance out between 

coaches and athletes who were involved in long-term, seemingly unresolvable conflict: 

Now in the second year of being involved with the team it is working, there is 
still friction, but with many conversation and lots of balancing out between 
them it’s working, never with both of them – the relationship is too fragile, I 
always have to get them back on track individually. (GER-2, female) 

 Catalysing conversations. Most of the time, however, SPPs encouraged their clients, 

especially athletes, to seek an open and honest conversation and emphasized the importance 

of addressing concerns early on. They further tried to create possibilities for these 

conversations to take place:  

When they [conflicts] do get talked about then normally because someone like 
myself created an opportunity for that to come out and sort of pave the way for 
that opportunity to be perceived positively and looked upon as a way forward 
for everybody. (GB-6, male) 

German SPPs further mentioned that they had sometimes addressed conflict directly with 

one or both parties, especially “If only one party is aware of the conflict” (GER-1, male). 

Depending on the quality of the SPP-client relationship they would use a more or less 

confrontational approach and sometimes only hint at problems to not break confidentiality. 

For example, SPPs “would try to sensitize and bring them back together” or “nudge the one 

who is not seeing the conflict and say ‘Look, there might be an issue’ [...] but it may also be 

that I tell the coach or athlete” (GER-1, male). One concern that all SPPs shared was the 

safety of the athletes. Accordingly, participants only encouraged open conversations when 

they perceived coaches would be approachable and fair (see role as a protector). 
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 Mediating and moderating coach-athlete interaction. As a mediator of coach-

athlete meetings or moderator of group sessions, SPPs were primarily responsible for 

providing structure, guiding conversations and ensuring a safe and positive environment. 

Within group sessions that was usually achieved by discussing problems without necessarily 

focusing on a single athlete, but rather by talking about concerns shared by multiple team 

members. A British participant (GB-6, male) explained their approach to these meetings: 

One of the techniques I’ve used is taking it away from the personal, so between 
one coach and one athlete or one coach and two athletes, and having a group 
discussion [...] I would facilitate the conversation and sometimes I would have 
an agenda that I would let the coach know some of, because if I would let them 
know the full agenda they wouldn’t have the meeting, and you gotta prep up a 
couple of athletes as well to engage with it in a particular way cause otherwise 
they would invariably just keep quite worried of the damage that could be done.  

SPPs from both countries emphasized that mediation was a tool which was primarily used 

when dealing with long-lasting, intense conflict situations or “if there is a deep mistrust and 

misunderstanding, things where you really don’t get together” (GER-5, male). However, 

German SPPs seemed to be more often part of coach-athlete meetings and were even brought 

into coach-athlete conflicts by sport associations as external consultants. Considering the 

difficulty of mediation, especially if brought in as an external, they frequently highlighted the 

importance of intuition/finesse on top of methodological skills (GER-5, male): 

I think two things play a role, on one hand, knowing how to shape solution-
oriented communication – we have a common goal, it’s ideal for both to find a 
solution, how could this look like, both sharing their perspectives […], 
gathering potential solutions, see how realistic these are and what would need 
to be done, so the basic methods. But it is as important to approach it 
intuitively, so being aware of the atmosphere, sensing how to interact with each 
other, potentially creating ease by making a funny comment or reminding on 
positive, shared experiences - I can’t actually say for sure, it’s intuition.  

 The SPPs as a protector. The role as a protector as described by the participants 

encapsulated concerns about the training environment as well as individuals’ wellbeing. On 

one hand, SPPs tried to secure a healthy sporting environment by noticing and managing 

dysfunctional interpersonal processes, as well as by ensuring that conflict agreements were 

adhered to or revised. This was achieved by implementing and monitoring behaviour change, 

as well as by holding individuals accountable for failures to comply with agreements: 

 I try to set up regular catch ups with them individually, just keep track of how 
things are going and just be on the ground and get some observation work in 
[…] you’re not seeing him having stuck to his part of the deal, haven’t done 
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the thing he said he was gonna do […] maybe at times having a conversation 
[…] boost them a little bit there, so I think being on the ground and being 
around could be a bit of leverage itself in terms of reminding them actually – 
oh yeah said I was gonna stick to – but it didn’t happen initially. (GB-5, male) 

On the other hand, SPPs also emphasized their responsibility to ensure athletes’ safety. As 

mentioned briefly before, SPPs discouraged athletes from seeking conversations with coaches 

or staff members if they expected negative consequences (e.g., aggressive behaviours, 

belittling), and similarly limited their own communication based on the likelihood that shared 

information would be used against athletes; a British participant (GB-7, male) warned: 

You have to be realistic about levels of safety in different environments and 
consequences of these conversations for people’s selection or deselection, and 
I think it’s fair to say for us as a process of providing that facilitation that we 
are assessing all the time in the moment levels of safety in the way the 
conversations are happening, we would be more than comfortable to say that 
‘Okay, maybe we should stop this process’ if it feels like it’s used unhelpfully 
– either in the interest of the system or in the interest of the athlete.  

Sport psychology practitioners’ perceived challenges 

Across five sub-themes the last higher-order theme covers information about the 

challenges and barriers perceived by SPPs when trying to prevent or manage coach-athlete 

conflict, including environmental, situational as well as profession-related aspects. 

Process variables.  A fairly common challenge experienced by SPPs was tailoring 

interventions to the specific coach-athlete dyad and situational circumstances. Variables that 

needed to be taken into account were, for example, characteristics of the involved individuals 

(e.g., age, gender, personality, type of coach, status of athlete), the quality of relationships 

within the coach-athlete-SPP triangle, available resources and shared knowledge, as well as 

the importance of the actual conflict topic. British participants further identified the lack of 

time as an inhibiting factor of conflict management, GB-5 (male) found that “getting time 

with the athlete” problematic “cause their schedules are so ram-packed […] time for 

individual consultancy […] time to set up a session where you have coach and athlete 

together in the same room can be quite difficult.” Finally, SPPs needed to be aware as to 

whether conflict parties were honestly interested in solving a dispute or simply pretended to 

be engaged in the process, GER-1 (male) pointed out that “it is a difficult situation if you 

notice that one party doesn’t mean it, for example, that the association cooperates pro forma 

but if in doubt would stab the athlete in the back.” 
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The sport environment. In line with the previous example, some of the most severe 

barriers concerned the sport environment of which SPPs were part of, for example, in regards 

to SPPs’ role within the organisation and sport participants’ welfare. 

Welfare. As outlined above, SPPs emphasized the need to ensure coaches’ and 

athletes’ wellbeing. However, at times they perceived to be caught between their duty of care 

and the organisations’ (including management, coaches and athletes) performance focus. This 

was especially the case, if conflicts were caused by coaches’ use of controlling or even 

abusive behaviours. GER-8 (female) described how they had to “watch somebody being 

pushed towards a burnout” but “stepped in and told the coach ‘If you keep going like this 

[athlete] is going to end up in hospital’ to what the coach replied ‘I don’t care, I need 

[athlete] to perform’.”, which was a reason for the SPP to quit. Overall, SPPs had to weigh 

up the likelihood of positive change against negative consequences when intervening in 

coach-athlete disputes. If action was taken, SPPs had to anticipate how information was used 

and which consequences were to be expected; one British participant offers an opinion: 

Honestly and openness, that understanding of someone else’s’ perspective on 
something is really undervalued and, I think, dismissing of that as a pattern of 
behaviour in particular situations or in the sporting environment is often the 
root of that perpetuated conflict. No one is allowed to be honest, no one is 
allowed to be open – just shut people down, you know, that just creates a whole 
world of pain [break] and once you chip away all that or allow that honesty 
then you know you can get over quite a lot. (GB-6, male) 

Nevertheless, SPPs’ concern was not only with athletes but also with coaches’ wellbeing who 

may experience “personal trouble with the association in that they have already achieved two 

gold medals but don’t get their contracts extended” (GER-2, female). Thus, SPPs recognized 

that coaches’ interactions with athletes were influenced by a constant insecurity within a 

highly-pressurized environment, as well as by lacking leadership and structured organisation 

within the sports organisations themselves, however, intervening on an organisational level 

was usually beyond the means of the interviewed SPPs. 

 SPPs’ role within the organisation. Similar to the above described dependency of 

coaches on the sport organisations, SPPs perceived their job to be reliant on coaching and 

management staff (e.g., contracts, access to athletes, type of work) which restricted them in 

carrying out their job as they desired; one participant (GB-1, male) explained: 

I’m employed by the club, but the coach is the one who’s engaged me on behalf 
of the club. You go and then find out that a large amount of the environmental, 
organisational trouble within the club, is [caused by] the person who employed 
you, which is a huge dilemma, I tried to do it sensitively, because we had a 
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good relationship, but he really didn’t want me to go there. I’ve now learnt 
from that. 

Especially German SPPs mentioned to always check-in and reflect upon which tasks they 

were hired for and whether it was their place to get involved in coach-athlete conflict; one 

explained “If you are between the two it’s your task to satisfy both […] That’s really not your 

job […] If one side is not happy at the end, you’re responsible. And if both sides aren’t, 

you’re responsible as well” (GER-3, male); but another argued: 

[…] sport psychologists don’t take a position as they wouldn’t get a job, they 
need to watch out for who is deciding whether a sport psychologist will get 
involved or not – the coach. Therefore, sport psychologists walk on eggshells 
– how often do they confront coaches saying “What you are doing in nonsense, 
you’re treating [the athlete] like crap, you’re not taking them seriously at all, 
but you insult him” – and then the sport psychologists complain “How can the 
coach treat the athlete like this?” – but it’s our job to mirror that to the coach! 
If we do that too much though, we’ll lose our job. (GER-2, female) 

In line with that, SPPs often reported being considered part of the coaching team and 

therefore were assumed to always side with the coaches in times of coach-athlete conflict. 

Paradoxically, though, participants described at the same time how they worked in isolation 

and did not feel part of or accepted by the staff and as such could not contribute much to 

enhance coach-athlete relationships due to their personal lack of high quality working 

relationships within the organisation. Finally, participants were often not part of an 

organisation or club at all but rather hired as external consultant or worked only with one 

conflict party, mostly the athlete. For example, SPPs “cannot always work with the coach” as 

athletes “don’t want their coach to be involved” while actually they “would need to improve 

the coach’s communication” (GER-7, male). Therefore, they often lacked information of and 

influence on at least one, if not both conflict parties. 

Objectivity versus appropriate support. Another frequently reported theme, which 

in some extent related to the above outlined role of SPPs within the sporting organisation, 

concerned their ability to be objective during coach-athlete conflict:  

I think sport psychologists need to work with the coaches as well as the players 
because, somewhere in the middle of those two perceptions is truth, and 
sometimes neither party can see the truth […] the dilemma for a sport 
psychologist is being part of the team but not being so emotionally engaged 
that you become part of the problem. (GB-1, male) 

Thus, while it was generally deemed appropriate to not side with either conflict party, 

participants perceived it as challenging to keep neutral based on their previous involvement 
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with conflict parties and their personal biases (e.g., one-sided relationships; personal 

dependency on the coach; part of coaching team). One participants even considered it “a 

disadvantage to be part of the system as you lose the outside perspective” (GER-8, female). 

Moreover, athletes and coaches tended to take SPPs’ support for granted, presuming that they 

“had their back” - not meeting these expectations could potentially cause “a crack in the 

coach/athlete-sport psychologist relationship” (GER-1, male). And while participants 

acknowledged to sometimes position themselves on either side, they highlighted several 

factors worth considering when deciding where to place themselves during conflict, or 

whether to stay out of it entirely. For example, it was “important to not worsen the coach-

athlete relationship through one’s own actions” (GER-6, male) as well as to “put 

performance in the centre of everything you do” (GB-4, male). Thus, SPPs sometimes 

believed it was appropriate to clearly align oneself with coaching staff, for example, if SPPs 

were an established part of the coaching team, the majority of athletes worked well with a 

certain coach, or if an athlete had a negative impact on the training environment. In contrast, 

SPPs supported athletes if multiple individuals struggled with a certain coach, coaches were 

overstepping role boundaries and athletes needed to be protected, or if SPPs did simply not 

work with the respective coach.  

Rigid beliefs. Part of SPPs’ struggle to effectively manage coach-athlete relationships 

was caused by athletes and coaches’ rigid beliefs. While athletes on “the world class level see 

the coaches as an unchanging part of the environment […] they don’t see the coaches as 

adapting or flexing at all” (GB-6, male), coaches were indeed often “confident of their 

approach” and “very resistant to information to how they might change to do things” (GB-6, 

male) or had difficulties converting advise into action. Especially during deeply-rooted 

conflicts, fronts became increasingly adamant so that any mediation attempts by SPPs were 

prone to fail. Participants explained how both, coaches and athletes, would shift 

responsibility to each other – the athlete saying “The coach needs to see that, that’s his 

responsibility”, and coaches expected “the athlete needs to tell me” – and as such created “a 

barrier that is hard to overcome when individuals are unwilling and stubborn” (GER-8, 

male). Sometimes these stalemated conflicts could only be settled if, encouraged by the SPPs, 

“the management of the sport organisation takes the lead” (GER-2, female), or attorneys got 

involved. 

SPPs’ professional challenges. Finally, SPPs perceived their effectiveness in managing 

coach-athlete conflict to be inhibited by their own training and working philosophy. Thus, 

most participants emphasized how they lacked formal training in conflict management and 
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were therefore hesitant to act as a mediator, especially if they expected the conflict to further 

escalate. Accordingly, participants at times refused to get involved as GB-4 (male) reported: 

It’s about what is and what’s not in the job description, conflicts where it’s quite 
obvious that I can’t resolve it, are things I’ve learnt to avoid in the first few 
years of my career. I think recognising if you can have an impact in the first 
place.  

Further, participants were challenged by their ambivalent position towards confidentiality. 

While all underlined the importance of not sharing confidential information and standing up 

to coaches who demanded such, they also felt to be limited in their possibilities to manage 

conflict, for example: 

There have been situations where I wanted to [share information] – because 
it’s been a source of conflict, because the thing that they were saying they were 
struggling with was affecting them in their training environment, but the athlete 
has absolutely said ‘this is confidential, I don’t want it anywhere else, it’s not 
for you to tell anybody’ and I respect that – so I had conversations with coaches 
about certain athletes where if it weren’t for that confidentiality I would have 
had a very different conversation with them, because they are talking about the 
athlete in disparaging ways in how they are not coping with this and that and 
I’m there thinking ‘Well if you really knew what they were coping with, you 
would not think the same way about them’. (GB-6, male) 

Another participant described how confidentiality is sometimes used as an excuse: 

I think there is a risk that confidentiality is sometimes used as a barrier to talk 
about something that is actually already known in the group, and probably 
what we are talking about there is that the athlete likes to have a good moan 
about the people in the system and that then the SP feels a bit that they are in 
a difficult position cause if they tell the system that information that could come 
back to be used in a negative way against the athlete. (GB-7, male) 

Therefore, participants weighed up between the long-term benefits of sharing some 

information for the coach-athlete dyad versus keeping confidentiality and trust within their 

own client-practitioner relationship. Few SPPs mentioned how they would extensively 

discuss the matter of open communication with the individual client in order to resolve the 

dilemma they found themselves in, like GB-5 (female) did: 

At first [the athlete] was very reluctant to the coach to know any of the 
information that he disclosed, so we did a lot of work prior to this to get to the 
stage that he [would allow disclosing] information to the coaches. 
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4.4. Discussion 

 The aim of this study was to gain in-depth insight about the roles and approaches sport 

psychology practitioners take when working with coach-athlete dyads in conflict. This 

included exploring coaches and athletes’ characteristics that were thought desirable for 

conflict prevention and management, as well as sport psychology practitioners’ perceptions 

about the barriers they had to face in respect to services delivery. Thus, this study ultimately 

builds upon findings presented earlier in this thesis in which coaches and athletes’ attempts to 

prevent and manage conflict included seeking third parties support during difficult conflict 

experiences. Moreover, this study extends previous research by not only considering sport 

participants’ intra- and interpersonal skills that contributed to conflict, but also positive 

characteristics that facilitate its constructive approaches to interpersonal disputes. It therefore 

may provide some answers as to how sport psychologists may decrease unhelpful conflict 

responses, such as escalatory behaviours or avoidance, but rather promote problem-oriented 

responses. Lastly, this work contributes to the existent literature on sport psychology services 

which so far has focused on coaches and athletes’ perceptions about sport psychology/ists 

(e.g., Cook & Fletcher, 2017; Zakrajsek et al., 2013), interventions within the scope of sport 

psychology (e.g., Barnett et al., 1992; Martin et al., 2009), or case studies on psychological 

preparation for major competitions (cf. Arnold & Sarkar, 2015; McCann, 2008). Thus, this 

study enters uncharted territory by offering first-hand information on sport psychology 

practitioners’ approaches to optimize coach-athlete interactions which is hoped to support 

consultants’ professional development and provide guidance through this challenging task.   

Developing desirable characteristics within and of coach-athlete dyads 

 Embedded within the conceptual framework of interpersonal conflict in sport 

relationships (Wachsmuth et al., 2017), this study offers further insight into the external, 

intra- and interpersonal factors that shape conflict experiences of coaches and athletes. In 

contrast to previous research, the current findings highlight desirable skills and characteristics 

of coaches and athletes in regards to conflict prevention and management. One such factor 

was, for example, related to individuals’ self-esteem. While it has previously been suggested 

that partners’ imbalanced perception about self-efficacy and competence might increase the 

likelihood of conflict (e.g., Jackson et al., 2011), participants in this study highlighted the 

importance of one’s own self-esteem in regards to not having too little or too much as both 

seemed to reduce individuals’ willingness to listen and to take perspective as well as one’s 

openness to take advice. Another factor thought to promote constructive conflict management 
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was coaches and athletes’ mind-set towards one another and their relationship. In accordance 

with research in- and outside of sport (e.g., Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016; Staff et al., 2017; 

Tjosvold & Sun, 2002), the present study underlined the importance of high quality working 

partnerships in which relationship members are appreciative and accepting of another 

realizing that they ultimately support each other in their quest to achieve a common goal. 

While not suggesting that coaches and athletes needed to be nor should be close friends, sport 

psychologists’ endeavours centred around forming harmonious working relationships with 

open lines of communication and mutual trust. Besides creating awareness for the importance 

of close, committed and collaborative relationships, sport psychology practitioners actively 

supported this process by developing communication skills in regards to sending well-

constructed messages (e.g., needs, hopes, and concerns), listening skills (e.g., active 

listening), perspective taking as well as appropriate responding. These approaches align with 

established conflict resolution trainings as, for example, provided by Coleman and Prywes 

(2014) who combined conflict education (e.g., conflict sources and processes) with practical 

skills training (e.g., communication, self- regulation) within diverse community settings. 

 While outlining desirable characteristics of coaches, athletes and their relationship, 

this research also offers insights in how to cope with less desirable or barely changeable 

attributes (e.g., personality, insecure attachment, immaturity) through coach and athlete 

education. One prime example that had frequently been referred to as a cause for intense 

conflict is personality – or the clash of different personalities (e.g., Jackson et al., 2010; 

Paradis et al., 2014a; Vealey, 2017; Wachsmuth et al., in review) which sport psychology 

practitioners aimed to prevent by raising awareness for one’s own as well as by ‘translating’ 

others’ behavioural tendencies (cf. Arnold & Sarkar, 2015). Similarly, coaches were 

supported in their work with diverse groups of athletes, not only by increasing their ability to 

adapt to different personalities, but also by creating a holistic understanding of psychological 

and interpersonal processes in regards to leadership, group dynamics, human development 

and even psycho-dynamics. An emphasis was further put on coaches’ personal wellbeing 

through enhanced self-care (e.g., work-life balance; coping with environmental pressure; 

stress management), an aspect that coaches felt was neglected by sport psychologists within 

former studies (e.g., Cook & Fletcher, 2017). Overall, sport psychology practitioners seemed 

to equip coaches with skills and knowledge which aimed to increase their psychological and 

behavioural flexibility, and thus, facilitated conflict prevention as well as coaches’ ability to 

guide through conflict management in a rational but caring manner. Athletes, on the other 

hand, seemed to be taught skills which enabled them to react to and cope with conflict, 
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focusing on as conflict communication, assertiveness, mental skills and coping strategies. 

Although athletes may also benefit from an education focusing more on conflict prevention, 

these two different educational approaches reflect the reciprocal roles of coaches and athletes 

within their overall relationship (e.g., Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016; Becker, 2009).  

Third party interventions in coach-athlete conflict 

 While it is common practice for sport psychologists to offer a wide range of 

educational work, including some of the above outlined areas, little attention has been paid to 

their role within interpersonal conflict (cf. Vealey, 2017). The results of the present study, 

however, suggest that sport psychology practitioners may indeed play a crucial part in solving 

coach-athlete disputes effectively. Accordingly, participants’ reports outlined a range of roles 

and practical approaches to support sport participants’ in their efforts to cope with 

interpersonal disputed and to find commonly acceptable solutions. Sport psychology 

practitioners attempted to do so by working with conflict parties individually as well as 

dyadically. On an individual level, athletes and coaches used sport psychologists in an 

attempt to regulate emotions, for self-reflection as well as to shed light on the complexities of 

ongoing disputes, but also to provide reassurance and improve one’s coping mechanisms. 

Thus, rather than purely focusing on specific performance-enhancement strategies as hired 

for by coaches (e.g., Wrisberg et al., 2010), participants provided a much broader range of 

counselling and consultancy services, recognizing that “everything is a performance issue” 

(McCann, 2008; p. 267) – not just during the Olympics. Further, participants in this study 

also thought dyadically (cf. Rhind & Jowett, 2012) trying to bring coaches and athletes closer 

together by bridging the gap between them. As previously described within the first study and 

other sports psychology research (e.g., Jowett, 2003; Mellalieu et al., 2013), participants 

recognized that conflict was often down to a breakdown of communication which caused a 

split in the coach-athlete dyad. Accordingly, sport psychology participants considered it as 

one of their main responsibilities to overcome these communication barriers by improving 

individuals’ interpersonal skills, building trust, encouraging open and honest conversations as 

well as by guiding through them (cf. Vealey, 2017).  

 While participants only scarcely differentiated between the diverse conflict 

management approaches that have been long established within non-sporting settings, several 

interventions became apparent through participants’ reports. In line with Vealey’s (2017) 

descriptions of working with a conflict-ridden basketball team, sport psychology consultants 

in this study acted as a facilitator of interpersonal relationships. In early stages of conflict that 
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meant, for example, acting as an “informal communicative link” between coaches and 

athletes based on strong working alliances with their clients (i.e., conciliation; Fisher, 2001, 

p. 11). Thus, they initiated communication processes by promoting problem understanding 

and regulating emotions informally. However, if conflict progressed to a stage in which a 

coach’s and athlete’s relationship declined and opposing fronts started to form, more formal 

approaches to conflict management were deemed necessary which participants within this 

study often described as mediation or moderation (cf. Holt et al., 2012). Considering the 

literature on third-party interventions, however, it seems that sport psychology practitioners 

in fact engaged in two different approaches when working with coach-athlete dyads. While 

traditional mediation was used to solve task-related conflict (e.g., Fisher, 2001; Holt et al., 

2012), sport psychology practitioners also acted as third-party consultants to facilitate the 

coach-athlete relationship quality. Both approaches are characterized by a neutral position of 

the third party who is expected to regulate conflict parties’ interactions, however, holds no or 

only little power over the actual outcome of the discussion. In line with the guidelines for 

such interventions (Fisher, 1972), sport psychology practitioners aimed to minimize 

perceived threat and increased individuals’ motivation to seek conflict resolution by 

reminding on common goals and shared values, and facilitated effective communication by 

forming a shared understanding of the conflict issue. Thus, the study supports previous 

recommendations made by Paradis et al. (2014a) as well as by Rhind and Jowett (2012) in 

that sport psychology practitioners solved conflict by focusing on the specific task at hand 

(mediation), and moreover, also met coaches’ expectations of promoting interpersonal 

relationships throughout difficult times (Cook & Fletcher, 2017). Therefore, it may be 

concluded that both, a task- as well as a relationship-focused intervention, may be 

constructive approaches to manage coach-athlete conflict. 

 While these third-party interventions generally seem to provide a large pool of 

strategies for sport psychologists to draw from, the appropriate line of action may depend on 

a number of variables, including to the stage of conflict escalation, the power distribution 

between the conflict parties, as well as individuals’ skills and characteristics which were 

likely to shape the conflict process (e.g., Coleman & Prywes, 2014; Ting-Toomey et al., 

2003; Wachsmuth et al., in review). Therefore, Fisher (1972) emphasized the importance of 

holding contextual knowledge about the conflict and the involved conflict parties, as well as 

possessing sound diagnostic and interpersonal skills to clarify and overcome conflict 

resolution impasses or to offer emotional support. In general, these characteristics have been 

identified as desirable for sport psychologists by coaches and athletes (e.g., interpersonal 
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skills, sport experience, sound client-practitioner rapport; Cook & Fletcher, 2017) and are met 

by sport psychology practitioners within this study. Being part of the high-performance 

environment, sport psychology practitioners seemed to hold a sound understanding of the 

structural and cultural context in which coach-athlete conflict occurred. Moreover, within 

their role as analyst and action planner, participants made use of diverse diagnostics, such as 

interviewing, systematic observations as well as psychometric assessments in order to gather 

the particular information necessary to appropriately support coaches and athletes throughout 

conflict experiences.  

Micropolitics - diluting boundaries to facilitate positive change 

 Despite sport psychology practitioners’ efforts to conduct a thorough analysis of any 

coach-athlete conflict, the majority of participants perceived it as a challenge to identify and 

carry out appropriate interventions. Thus, while possessing the knowledge necessary to 

support coaches and athletes, Arnold and Sarkar (2015) warned practitioners to not intervene 

simply to prove one’s competence but to find the appropriate time and approach to do so. 

Indeed, participants in the current study often seemed to be hesitant and were challenged by 

deciding whether and how to promote conflict management within coach-athlete dyads. 

Often, these struggles were attributed to environmental or structural factors (cf. McCalla & 

Fitzpatrick, 2016), such as practitioners’ roles within an organisation, their dependency on 

coaches and management staff, or their perceived lack of influence on conflict parties. 

Similar to athletes within the first study, current participants felt restricted by the power 

differentials within and formal hierarchies of sport organisations. Thus, while mediation, for 

example, is understood to be a mean to equalize power distributions between conflict parties 

(Kressel & Pruitt, 1985), this may only be possible if the mediator (e.g., sport psychologist) 

can indeed act independently. However, participants’ independence seemed not only limited 

due to their dependency on coaches, but also through expectations of management boards as 

well as one-sided working relationships with athletes. Additionally, participants in this study 

had to overcome barriers related to negative perceptions of sport psychology services 

resulting in closed-mindedness and limited interest of sport participants, which Vealey (2017) 

previously described as being even more challenging when working within conflict 

environments. While stereotypical beliefs about sport psychologists as well as low 

engagement and previous negative experiences with sport psychology services have been 

acknowledged as a major barrier within former studies (cf. Arnold & Sarkar, 2015; Zakrajsek 

et al., 2013), current participants emphasized how interventions in coach-athlete conflict are 
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prone to contribute to such negative attitudes as it seems rather unlikely to fully satisfy the 

needs of all involved parties. To manage and overcome these barriers, sport psychology 

practitioners emphasized the importance of building close working relationships with 

athletes, coaches and other staff members, and thus, dissolving existing boundaries and 

promoting team unity prior engaging in difficult conflict interventions. This process included 

clarifying how sport psychologists positively contributed to the overarching objectives of the 

sport organisation as well as forming a psychological informed environment (cf. Arnold & 

Sarkar, 2015; Haberl & Peterson, 2006; McCalla & Fitzpatrick, 2016). 

 Being a fully integrated member of a sport organisation, however, also created new 

challenges which largely related to ethical concerns such as conflicts of interest, multiple 

relationships, confidentiality, or objectivity (e.g., Andersen, van Raalte, & Brewer, 2001; 

Aoyagi & Portenga, 2010; Moore, 2003). For example, sport psychology practitioners 

reported to experience internal battles whether to act according to the sport organisations’ 

performance expectations (i.e., winning at all costs), personal interests (e.g., job security) or 

their duty of care for athletes and coaches (e.g., burnout, injury), which impeded consultants’ 

attempts to approach conflict truly objectively. Additionally, concerns related to 

confidentiality seemed to be especially delicate in times of interpersonal conflict during 

which sport psychology practitioners often had to weigh up between keeping information 

confidential versus breaching confidentiality as a mean to solve coach-athlete disputes. In line 

with Aoyagi and Portenga’s recommendations, participants in this study often followed a best 

interest or stealth approach by either sharing confidential information or nudging conflict 

parties in the right direction in order to facilitate conflict management and promote effective 

coach-athlete relationships. Thus, participants acknowledged and embraced the “blurry 

boundaries that exist in this setting” (Haberl & Peterson, 2006, p.31). Always keeping the 

best interest of their clients in mind, sport psychologist overall aimed at creating sport 

relationships which were positive and rewarding. 

 In conclusion, this study aimed at investigating sport psychology practitioners’ roles 

and approaches to preventing and managing coach-athlete conflict. The current results 

highlight the importance of creating psychologically informed performance settings. As such, 

sport psychology services went beyond the immediate management and resolution of 

interpersonal difficulties, but rather presented an inclusive approach to promoting effective 

sport relationships. Thus, coach-athlete conflict was considered a chance for learning and 

personal development, as well as a means to promote change within the sporting environment 

(cf. Vealey, 2017). Recently, sport psychologists’ role in promoting cultural change became 
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an area of research interest (e.g., Cruickshank, Collins, & Minten, 2013; Fletcher & Streeter, 

2016; McCalla & Fitzpatrick, 2016; Vealey, 2017), considering this line of inquiry scholars 

may consider exploring how dyadic conflict could be deliberately used to initiate and 

positively influence to these larger organisational processes. Further, studies investigating 

sporting environments and cultural change may consider how the process of “normalizing 

dysfunction” may break down communication barriers and facilitate more open and 

collaborative working relationships within sport organisations; a pioneering example has 

recently been provided by Robin Vealey (2017). A practical challenge will be to equip sport 

psychologists with the necessary skills to facilitate such change. Accordingly, the current 

results should be taken into account for the education of sport psychology practitioners who 

are likely to benefit from a formal training in conflict management, third party interventions 

and cultural change. With this training, sport psychology practitioners may be more willing, 

confident and effective in managing interpersonal relationships within sport organisations on 

every level.  
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The Interpersonal Conflict in Sport Questionnaire (ICSQ) 

5.1.  Introduction 

Within the previous chapters, conflict has been highlighted as an interpersonal process 

that is natural to occur within coach-athlete relationships. It has further been emphasized that 

individuals show different emotional, cognitive and behavioural responses to conflict which 

may inhibit or facilitate constructive conflict management and in turn positively or negatively 

impact on coaches and athletes’ overall performance, wellbeing and relationship. While the 

previous studies also indicated that no conflict response can be classified as strictly 

constructive or dysfunctional but rather needs to be considered in interaction with multiple 

contextual circumstances, no research has been conducted which systematically examined 

these interactions with individual or relationship characteristics or even the wider sports 

environment. The development of a psychometric tool assessing coaches and athletes’ 

responses to conflict can accelerate knowledge generation in this critical area and may not 

only contribute to theoretical advancements but also create practical knowledge facilitating 

effective coach-athlete interactions. Valuable research may, for example, be conducted in 

relation to how conflict experiences differ within diverse coach-athlete relationships (e.g., 

gender, type, quality, duration) or depending on personal characteristics (e.g., age, maturity, 

personality). Furthermore, different conflict responses may directly influence the course of 

conflict management and thus impact subsequent conflict outcomes in regards to wellbeing 

and performance. Accordingly, interactions between conflict responses and characteristics, 

conflict management strategies and conflict outcomes need to be examined.  

Research within other domains, such as romantic relationships, friendships and 

business, has been driven by quantitative approaches and can draw upon a wide range of 

context-specific psychometric assessments and observational tools (e.g., Pierce, Sararson, 

Sarason, Solky-Butzel, & Nagle, 1997; Rahim & Magner, 1995; Sanford, 2010; Straus, 

Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996) in order to examine specific conflict processes 

and their outcomes within particular environmental settings. This research offers some initial 

evidence about the impact of various factors. For example, it seems that individuals chose, 

perceive and evaluate conflict responses differently depending on intrapersonal 

characteristics (e.g., Lopes et al., 2011; Overall et al., 2009; Overall & McNulty, 2017; 

Rahim et al., 2002), the type, quality of or beliefs about the relationship (e.g., partners, 

siblings, friends; Graziano, Jensen-Campbell, & Hair, 1996; Knee, Patrick, Vietor, & 

Neighbors, 2004), their cultural upbringing (e.g., Holt & DeVore, 2005; Paltz et al., 2014; 
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Ting-Toomey et al., 2003), as well as the goals that they pursue individually and dyadically 

(e.g., Lakey & Canary, 2002; Murray & Holmes, 2009; Sommet et al., 2014). By conducting 

this type of research also within sport relationships, it may be possible to identify key factors 

that impact similarly upon conflict across different sport settings and therefore can inform 

constructive ways of dealing with such disputes. From a practical viewpoint, such a 

psychometric instrument may further offer an additional source of information to sport 

psychologists and as such support their efforts of assessing and analysing conflict events. The 

tool may further be used to raise awareness for individuals’ responses to conflict and, at the 

same time, provide athletes and coaches with alternatives to dysfunctional conflict emotions, 

thoughts and behaviours. 

To this date, there are a few psychometric tools available which are intended to assess 

various aspects of interpersonal conflict within sports; these include the Group Conflict 

Questionnaire (GCQ; Paradis et al., 2014b), the Scale for Effective Communication in Team 

Sports (SECTS; Sullivan & Feltz, 2003), the conflict subscale of the adapted Quality of 

Relationships Inventory (QRI; Pierce et al, 1997; Jowett, 2009), and the conflict management 

subscale of the Coach-Athlete Relationship Maintenance Questionnaire (CARM-Q; Rhind & 

Jowett, 2012). While all questionnaires have been validated and used within sport psychology 

research, they were developed to measure types of conflict (social and task conflict; GCQ) 

and positive/negative conflict communication within sport teams (SECTS) or conflict 

management communication within coach-athlete dyads (CARM-Q), as well as the likelihood 

of experiencing coach-athlete conflict (QRI), rather than the nature of coach-athlete conflict 

itself. Findings resulting from research conducted with these instruments largely align with 

the general conflict literature, for example, in regards to gender differences in conflict 

communication (Sullivan, 2004). This research further suggested differences in regards to 

type of conflict between individual and team sports (Paradis et al., 2014b), and indicated 

negative association between experiences of intra-team conflict, individuals’ levels of 

harmonious passion and perceived team cohesion (Paradis et al., 2014b; Sullivan & Feltz, 

2001). However, as mentioned before this research focused on athlete-athlete interactions and 

therefore may only contribute little to understanding coach-athlete conflict. Thus, only 

research conducted with the CARM-Q can provide initial insight into how constructive 

conflict management may contribute to the development of effective coach-athlete 

relationships (Rhind & Jowett, 2012a), without however, assessing the actual nature of 

conflict itself. Further, the lack of understanding about the underpinning processes of 

interpersonal conflict and their interaction with circumstantial factors draws into question the 
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simple distinction of positive and negative conflict communication and management that this 

research has been based on (cf. Rhind & Jowett, 2012a; Sullivan & Feltz, 2003). Therefore, 

the in chapter I introduced conceptualization of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships, 

aided by the knowledge generated within the presented qualitative studies, may provide a 

better, more holistic foundation for the development of a psychometric tool assessing coaches 

and athletes’ conflict experiences. Accordingly, an instrument based on this conceptualisation 

would not merely cover conflict communication or content, but more comprehensively assess 

the emotions, thoughts and behaviours perceived by coaches and athletes during conflict. 

Supported by the findings of study I, these conflict perceptions may feed into an overall 

uncertain, escalatory or problem-oriented response to coach-athlete conflict. A psychometric 

tool based on this multidimensional understanding of conflict can provide a means to explain 

why specific conflict (management) strategies may be functional under some but not under 

other circumstances and as such shed light on the nuances of conflict dynamics within sports. 

In conclusion, the development of a psychometric tool assessing the nature of coach-

athlete conflict can contribute to the development of an area that has largely been neglected 

within sport psychology research. Knowledge created from this potential research as well as 

the instrument itself is expected to also have significant practical implications in that it can 

provide the understanding necessary for sport psychologists to support sport participants in 

their attempts to deal with negative coach-athlete interactions. This notion is supported by 

sport psychology practitioners’ reports that outlines the use psychometric assessments when 

analysing coach-athlete conflict in order to optimize conflict management (see chapter IV). 

The present study 

Accordingly, the purpose of the current study was to develop a questionnaire 

assessing sport participants’ emotional, cognitive and behavioural responses to conflict. The 

development of the Interpersonal Conflict in Sports Questionnaire followed the multi-method 

approach suggested by Hagger and Chatzisarantis (2011), thus, relying on both qualitative 

and quantitative data. Further, DeVellis’ (2012) guidelines for scale development were 

considered by working through the eight steps of 1) determining clarity of what should be 

measured, 2) generating an item pool, 3) determining the format of measurement, 4) 

conducting an expert item review, 5) considering potential validation items, 6) administrating 

the items to a developmental sample, 7) item evaluation, and 8) optimizing the questionnaire 

length. Within this chapter, steps 1 to 4 are presented within part I “Item development and 

face validity”, while part II “Confirmatory factor analyses” covers steps 5 to 8.  
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In order to assess the quality of a psychometric tool, its validity and reliability need to 

be considered and tested (e.g., DeVellis, 2012). Accordingly, within the first part of this study 

it was aimed to establish content validity which reflects the “extent to which a specific set of 

items reflects the content domain” (DeVellis, 2012, p.59) and is typically assessed by an 

expert panel (e.g., DeVellis, 2012; Dunn, Bouffard, & Rogers, 1999; Kline, 2016). 

Specifically, content validity refers to whether the proposed items actually measure conflict 

according to how it has been conceptualized within the theoretical underpinnings of this 

study (i.e., a multi-dimensional concept including emotional, cognitive and behavioural 

responses to disagreements). Subsequently, the second part of this research examined the 

questionnaires’ construct validity by assessing its factor structure, convergent validity (i.e., 

moderate/high inter-correlation to variables that measure same construct) and discriminant 

validity (i.e., low inter-correlation to variables that measure different construct), as well as its 

internal reliability (i.e., consistency of responses across items of a scale; Kline, 2016).  

5.2. Part I: Item Development and Content Validity 

Within the first part of this study the aim was to develop an initial set of items 

representing emotional, cognitive and behavioural responses to coach-athlete conflict as well 

as to establish their content validity. Adopting a multi-method approach (Hagger & 

Chatzisarantis, 2011), this study utilized a range of sources to identify potential items suitable 

for this study. Theoretically, this instrument was based on the definition of interpersonal 

conflict in sport relationships proposed within chapter I of this thesis and which represents a 

sport-specific adaptation of Barki and Hartwick’s (2004) widely established 

multidimensional conceptualization of interpersonal conflict. Further, this study was 

informed by a thorough review of the sports literature (chapter I, also see Wachsmuth et al., 

2017) as well as by the first empirical study of this PhD project. Within this qualitative study, 

three distinct responses to conflict, namely escalating, uncertain and problem-oriented 

responses, were identified across the dimensions of conflict emotions, cognitions and 

behaviours. These were considered throughout the item development phase. It was deemed 

appropriate to integrate athletes and coaches’ direct descriptions of conflict experiences 

throughout item development as this approach is likely to increase the questionnaire’s 

relevance for the population tested (Dunn et al., 1999). 

In addition to the sport specific research on conflict, also the literature on 

interpersonal conflict in other domains was taken into account for this part of the study. 

Specifically, a search of established conflict measures was conducted to identify the most 
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commonly used instruments (e.g., questionnaires, observation systems). This search was 

conducted across online databases (e.g., Web of Science, ScienceDirect, PsychInfo, 

PsycArticles, PubMed, ProQuest) as well as academic books (e.g., Coleman, Deutsch, & 

Marcus, 2014) and reference lists of scientific publications (e.g., Rahim & Magner, 1995; 

Zacchilli, Hendrick, & Hendrick, 2009). As a result, a total of twenty psychometric 

instruments (see table 5.2.1) were considered relevant for the current item development 

phase, these included eleven instruments assessing acute conflict (e.g., Campbell, Simpson, 

Boldry, & Kashy, 2005; Volkema & Bergmann, 1989), seven conflict management measures 

(e.g., Rahim & Magner, 1995; Zacchilli et al., 2009), and two sport-specific questionnaires 

(Paradis et al., 2014b; Sullivan & Feltz, 2003). All instruments added up to 390 single items 

which were carefully considered for the development of a preliminary item pool; 

characteristics taken into account included the item’s representation of emotional, 

behavioural and cognitive responses to conflict, its relevance for sport, as well as its clarity 

and understanding.  

Based on the review of existing measures and the consideration of the relevant sport 

research, an initial pool of 121 items was developed by a three-person research team to assess 

responses to coach-athlete conflict. Thus, the preliminary version of the Interpersonal 

Conflict in Sport Questionnaire consisted of 40 items describing behaviours, 40 items 

describing conflict cognition, and 41 items describing emotions. These items were distributed 

across three separate documents which also indicated whether an item classified as problem-

orientated, uncertain and escalating conflict response. Content validity was then assessed by 

an expert panel examining single items according to content and relevance, as well as to 

clarity, tone and appropriateness for the target audience (Dunn et al., 1999).  

Methods 

Expert panel. To examine content validity of the 121 items three different expert 

panels were formed, each evaluating either emotional, cognitive or behavioural responses of 

conflict. It was refrained from asking each expert to rate every item of the preliminary 

questionnaire in order to increase accuracy of the evaluation by decreasing individuals’ work 

load (cf. Londsdale, Hodge, & Rose, 2008). Every panel consisted of four coaches and four 

athletes, as well as two senior and two junior sport psychologists. Coaches and athletes were 

only considered experts if they confirmed previous conflict experiences, whereas sport 

psychologists were chosen based on their expertise in either questionnaire design, coach-

athlete or conflict research, or their applied experiences in the work with coach-athlete dyads. 
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A total of 40 individuals were approached, of which 36 (18 females, 18 males) agreed to act 

as an expert for this study. All experts were independent of the team that originally developed 

the pool of items (cf. Dunn et al., 1999).  

Table 5.2.1. Psychometric instruments considered for item development. 

Conflict assessment Conflict management assessment 
 

• Campbell, Simpson, Boldry, and 
Kashy (2005); items assessing 
Perceptions of daily conflict 

• Cox (1998); Relationship Conflict  
• Janssen and van Vliert, (1996); 

Conflict Survey Battery 
• Janssen and van Vliert (1996); 

Assessment of (De-)Escalation 
• Jehn (1995); Task Conflict  
• Jensen-Campbell and Graziano, 

(2000); Adolescent-Conflict Version 
of the Rochester Interaction Record 

• Paradis et al., (2014b); Group 
Conflict Questionnaire* 

• Pierce, Sarason, Sarason, Solky-
Butzel, and Nagle (1997); Quality of 
Relationship Inventory/Conflict sub-
scale (English and German version) 

• Sanford (2010); Conflict 
Communication Inventory  

• Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, and 
Sugarman (1996); Revised Conflict 
Tactics Scale  

• Sullivan and Feltz (2003); Scale for 
Effective Communication in Team 
Sports*  

• Volkema and Bergmann (1989); 
Responses to Conflict  

• Zacchilly (2007); Episode-Specific 
Conflict Tactics 

 

• Buhrmester, Fruman, Wittenberg, 
and Reis (1988); Interpersonal 
Competence Questionnaire/Conflict 
Management sub-scale  

• Hojjat (2000); Conflict Management 
Questionnaire  

• Jannsen and van Vliert (1996); 
Dutch Test of Conflict Handling  

• Kurdek (1994); Conflict Resolution 
Inventory  

• Ting-Toomey, Yee-Jung, Shapiro, 
Garcia, Wright, and Oetzel (2000); 
items measuring panethnic conflict 
characteristics 

• Rahim and Magner (1995); 
Organizational Conflict Inventory - 
II  

• Zacchilli, Hendrick, and Hendrick, 
(2009); The Romantic Partner 
Conflict Scale 

Notes: * Sport-specific scales; conflict assessments: 169 items; conflict management: 221 items 



 

 131 

Assessment procedure. After ethical clearance for this study was obtained from the 

university’s ethics committee for both, the item development and factor analysis phase, 

potential experts were approached via email or in person. If individuals agreed to act as an 

expert, they were sent a document which contained a short introduction to the study, a 

definition of conflict (see chapter I or Wachsmuth et al., 2017) and a working definition of 

emotional, cognitive or behavioural responses to conflict, for example: 

Cognitive Reactions to Conflict cover all thought processes that occur during 

conflict; they may lead to an escalation of it (escalating appraisal), but also 

include first thoughts about possible management strategies (problem-oriented 

appraisal), as well as perceptions of doubts and worry (uncertainty). 

Dividing the panels according to affective, cognitive and behavioural rather than problem-

orientated, uncertain and escalating conflict responses was intended to increase participants’ 

understanding of the specific concept as well as it provided a possibility to directly compare 

the different response pattern, thus, was thought to enhance the assessment quality. Based on 

the provided information, participants were then instructed to consider every item carefully 

and rate it on a 5-Point scale across the dimensions of content validity, relevance, clarity, tone 

and level; each of which were described within the introduction of the document. 

Additionally, space for further comments was provided below each item. Lastly, experts were 

also asked to provide feedback on the questionnaire’s preliminary layout and instructions 

(e.g., “In this part of the questionnaire we are interested in your immediate [behavioural/ 

emotional/cognitive] responses to conflict. Please indicate on a scale from 0 = ‘not at all’ to 6 

= ‘very’, how intense you perceived/showed the following [emotions/thoughts/behaviours] 

during conflict.”), and were invited to share any other comments they had. The entire 

assessment took approximately 25 – 30 minutes. 

Results  

All items were examined based on the quantitative and qualitative evaluation provided 

by expert panels; strict inclusion criteria were employed to ensure adequate content validity 

of the instrument. An initial screening of the evaluation forms revealed three discrepant 

expert raters (Dunn et al., 1999); all of these returned incomplete quantitative assessments, 

therefore, only their qualitative feedback was considered.  

Quantitative assessment. A number of decision making rules has been proposed in 

regards to expert evaluations (Hardesty & Bearden, 2004), such as sumscores, inter-rater 

agreements or cut off values based on mean scores (e.g., Arnold, Fletcher, & Daniels, 2013; 
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Hardesty & Bearden, 2004; Paradis et al., 2014b; Rhind & Jowett, 2012). For the current 

study, items were initially retained when they received at least 80% endorsement of the 

expert panel (Eys, Loughead, Bray & Carron, 2009; Jowett & Ntoumanis, 2004; Rhind & 

Jowett, 2010). To illustrate, an item theoretically received 100% endorsement when all 

experts rated it “five” on a 5-point scale. Thus, a total of 31 items (see table 5.2.2) scoring 

below 80% of their respective total score (e.g., 12 experts x 5 points = 60 à cut off = 60 x 

0.8 = 48) were deleted. However, the retained item pool still consisted of 90 items which was 

considered too large for the subsequent phase of factor analyses (e.g., bourdon for 

participants; large sample size required). Therefore, it was decided to employ a more 

stringent inclusion criteria. Accordingly, mean scores were calculated over each expert rater 

and across all categories (i.e., content validity, relevance, clarity, tone, level), items were 

retained if they scored M ≥ 4.5 on content validity and were rank ordered in terms of 

relevance and clarity. The top six items for every category3 (e.g., uncertain cognitive 

responses, problem-oriented behaviours) were included in the further analyses (table 5.2.2).  

Qualitative assessment. The quantitative evaluation was supplemented by the 

qualitative feedback which the expert panel provided on single items and open-ended 

questions, for example, regarding instructions and layout. Some modifications were made to 

the remaining items based on these comments, they mainly related to consistency and 

specification issues (e.g., tense, word use, statements too general). For example, the item “I 

was aggressive” was changed to “I was aggressive towards my coach/athlete” in order to 

increase consistency across the conflict behaviour items as these generally provided a 

reference point (e.g., “my coach/athlete”, “the problem”). Further, “angrily” was added to the 

item “I [angrily] shouted at my coach/athlete” as few participants pointed out that shouting 

may not necessarily show anger; one sport psychologist, for example, stated “A lot of 

coaches tend to shout all the time during coaching” as they “need to have their voices heard 

across large playing surfaces.” In reference to the open-ended questions, the majority of 

participants confirmed that instructions were easy to understand and the (initial) layout was 

overall appealing. Some concerns arose about the time frame in which the questionnaire 

would be conducted, for example, one sport psychologist argued: 

People may view conflict as a specific argument or as an on-going argument 
over many months. People may behave differently during an argument as 
opposed to the day after and hence it could be clearer exactly what you mean 
by “during” the conflict, e.g., is it specific to an argument or more general?”  

                                            
3 7 items were retained for problem-oriented behaviours as two items scored equally well 
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Another participant noted: 

What I think this questionnaire is trying to measure is what is going on during 
conflict episodes. The term ‘reactions’, however, sort of indicates outcomes 
from conflict. I think this is one of the main struggles with this area is 
separating the nature of the conflict episode (i.e. what is happening when 
conflict is occurring) vs what happens as a result of the conflict.  

These remarks were taken into account within the next step of questionnaire development. 

Accordingly, the modified instructions included a general description of conflict, a prompt to 

remember the last conflict experienced, and specific directions for filling in the survey: 

In this section, we are interested in your experiences of conflict/severe 
disagreement with your coach/athlete. We understand conflict as a 
disagreement or dispute between a coach and an athlete (e.g., about values, 
opinions, etc.) that causes: cognitive responses (e.g., worry, blaming), 
emotional responses (e.g., relief, disappointment, frustration), and behavioural 
responses (e.g., shouting, discussing). Please take a few minutes to think back 
to the most recent incident of conflict that you experienced with your coach/ 
athlete. [When did you last experience conflict with your coach/athlete? What 
was it about? … ] Please think back to the conflict with your coach/athlete that 
you have described and indicate to which degree the following statements 
describe your personal experiences during that conflict. 

In conclusion, the preliminary version of the Interpersonal Conflict in Sports Questionnaire 

consisted of 55 items across the three dimension of conflict emotions, cognition and 

behaviours and equally integrated problem-oriented, escalating and uncertain responses after 

the first phase of development. Within the questionnaire items were randomized across all 

dimensions. The questionnaire’s instructions were specified according to the feedback 

provided by the expert panel, while the 7-point Likert scale rating (0 = not at all; 6 = very 

much) was maintained. 

Table 5.2.2. Items maintained after quantitative assessment. 

Sub-scale Items retained on 80% 
expert agreement 

Items retained after mean 
score evaluation 

Emotional responses 28 18 
Cognitive responses 29 19 
Behavioural responses 33 18 
Problem-oriented responses 31 19 
Uncertain responses 29 18 
Escalatory responses 30 18 
Total 90 55 
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5.3.  Part II: Construct and Criterion Validity 

The second part of this study aimed at examining the construct validity and internal 

reliability of the Interpersonal Conflict in Sport Questionnaire. In order to do so, its factorial 

structure, discriminant and convergent validity were tested utilizing confirmatory factor 

analyses, moreover, Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated for the final scales to test internal 

reliability. Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were favoured over exploratory factor 

analyses (EFA) as the tested factorial structure was based on established theory of 

interpersonal conflict as a three-dimensional concept. In fact, Kline (2016) rejects the notion 

that EFA should precede CFA as they form two rather different forms of statistical analyses 

in which CFA presents the far more conservative and restrictive method.  

Methods 

Participants. The sample (N = 301) consisted of 131 athletes (Mage = 23.78, SD = 

6.09 years) and 170 coaches (Mage = 42.52, SD = 12.71 years) who participated on 

recreational (1.0 %), club (13.6 %), county (8.0 %), university (36.5 %) national (15.6 %) and 

international (25.2%) level in a range of individual (e.g., athletics, triathlon, gymnastics, 

swimming, ski jumping) and team (e.g., water polo, volleyball, football, hockey, rugby) 

sports. Athletes had been involved in their sport for an average of 11.18 years (SD = 6.67), 

whereas coaches had an average experience of 25.34 years (SD = 13.05) in their sport. The 

sample was further comprised of 118 females (70 athletes, 48 coaches) and 183 males (61 

athletes, 122 coaches). Moreover, participants identified with various ethnicities: 92.7% 

White, 2.0 % Asian, 1.7% Black, 0.7% Hispanic, 1.3% other, and 1.7% did rather not specify. 

Finally, participants last experienced coach-athlete conflict less than a month ago (30.9%), 

less than three months ago (13.3%), and longer than three months ago (37.5%), while 18.3% 

were experiencing conflict at the time of data collection.  

Instruments. Participants completed a survey battery containing demographic 

questions (e.g., age, gender, sport, experience, etc.), the preliminary Interpersonal Conflict in 

Sport Questionnaire (ICSQ), the Coach-Athlete Relationships Questionnaire (CART-Q; 

Jowett & Ntoumanis, 2004) as well the Social Support and Conflict subscales of the Quality 

of Relationships Inventory/Sports (QRI; Jowett, 2009; Pierce et al., 1997). 

 Interpersonal Conflict in Sport Questionnaire (ICSQ). Conflict was assessed using 

the 55 item ICSQ as it has been described within Part I of this study. Both, coaches and 

athletes were provided with the same questionnaire, only the reference point of “my coach”/ 

“my athlete” was adjusted according to the sub-sample. Participants indicated to which 
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degree the statements described their personal experiences during conflict on a 7-point Likert 

scale ranging from “not at all” to “very much”. 

 Quality of Relationships Inventory/Sport (QRI-Sport). Further, participants’ 

perceptions about the relationship with their conflict partner were examined utilizing the 

QRI-Sport which consists of the three sub-scales depth, social support and conflict (18 

items). For this study, coaches and athletes only evaluated their relationship on the two 

subscales of Social Support (6 items; e.g., “To what extent could you turn to your coach/ 

athlete for advice about problems?”) and Conflict (6 items; “How often do you need to work 

hard to avoid conflict with your coach/athlete?”). The same 7-point Likert scale was 

employed as described above. Previous research described the internal consistency of both 

subscales as satisfactory (r = .79 - .81) and yielded acceptable model fit indices (CFI = 0.94; 

SRMR = 0.08; χ2 (129) = 202.08, p < 0.00; Jowett, 2009) for the three-dimensional factor 

structure of the entire questionnaire. 

Coach-Athlete Relationships Questionnaire (CART-Q). Lastly, the CART-Q was 

employed to measure participants perceived relationship quality after the conflict experience. 

Both, the direct and meta perspective (e.g., direct: “I like my coach/athlete”; meta: “My 

coach/athlete likes me”) of the CART-Q were used for this study, each consisting of 11 

items. Overall, the scale measures three distinct relationship qualities: 1) closeness which 

reflects the emotional bond between coaches and athletes (4 items, e.g., “I trust my coach/ 

athlete”), 2) commitment reflecting the motivation to stay in the relationship (3 items, e.g., “I 

am committed to my coach/athlete”), and 3) complementarity which assesses corresponding 

and supportive behaviours between coaches and athletes (4 items, e.g., “I am responsive to 

my coaches’/athletes’ efforts”). All items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 

“not at all” to “very much”. Furthermore, previous research displayed satisfactory fit indices 

for the direct (CFI = 0.93; SRMR = 0.05; χ2 (39) = 80.59, p < 0.001) and meta perspective 

(CFI = 0.94; SRMR = 0.04; χ2 (39) = 85.61, p < 0.001; Jowett, 2009) as well as sufficient 

internal consistency for the respective subscales (r = .78 to r = .90) of the CART-Q. 

Procedure. Ethical approval was obtained from the university’s ethics board for the 

entire study. Subsequently, an online and a print version of the questionnaire battery were 

created. The online survey was set up with Qualtrics which allowed the researcher to protect 

anonymity and confidentiality by not collecting the internet protocol addresses of 

respondents. The print and online survey battery included both an information sheet and 

informed consent form which participants were required to read and sign before taking part in 

the study. Subsequently, participants were presented with demographic questions as well as 
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the above outlined questionnaires, they further had the option to provide their email addresses 

if interested in the results of the research.  

To achieve the relatively large sample size required for the study, a variety of 

recruitment strategies was employed to reach out to potential participants (coaches and 

athletes aged 18 and above). Thus, local athletes and coaches were approached personally 

during training or try-out sessions, as well as during lectures and seminars within the sport 

science degrees at the local university. Further, standardized emails were sent to sport 

associations (e.g., NGBs, UK sport, etc.), coaching organisations (e.g., ICCE, CAC), clubs 

and individual coaches who represented gatekeepers to potential participants. Similarly, 

academic staff was approached to recruit sport students at their respective universities. 

Additionally, the study was promoted via social media platforms (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, 

LinkedIn, etc.). Lastly, standardized group emails containing the study information and direct 

link to the online survey were sent to approximately 6000 coaches across 330 American 

universities or colleges (300 Division I, 30 Division II/III). Overall, recruitment took place 

over eight months (October 2016 to May 2017) and targeted especially English speaking 

countries like the UK, Australia, Ireland, Canada, and the US. 

Data analyses. Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were carried out in an 

exploratory way (Hoffman, 1995) and were guided by the multidimensional approach to 

interpersonal conflict (e.g., Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Wachsmuth et al., 2017; see chapter I). 

EQS 6.1 for Windows (Bentler & Wu, 2005) was used to test two alternative factorial models 

of the questionnaire: Grounded in the definition of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships 

(see chapter I; Wachsmuth et al., 2017), model 1 (M1) represented a hierarchical structure 

with the first-order factor of conflict perceptions and the three second-order factors of 

conflict emotions, conflict cognition and conflict emotions. In contrast, the second 

hierarchical model (M2) included three second-order factors reflecting athletes and coaches’ 

problem-oriented, escalatory and uncertain responses to conflict, and was based on the 

findings of study I within this PhD research project. Both CFA models were over-identified 

given that each of three first-order factor had more than three indicators (18/19 items per 

subscale); one indicator of each factor formed a reference marker variable which was fixed to 

1.0 for the purpose of latent variable scaling (Kline, 2016; Weston & Gore, 2006). 

After screening Mardia’s coefficient to check for multivariate kurtosis (Mardia’s 

coefficient Model 1 = 78.76; M2 = 59.56), it was decided to use robust Maximum Likelihood 

(ML) estimations for the remaining analyses (Kline, 2016) which accounts for a non-normal 

distribution of the variables. To assess adequate fit of both models, several goodness of fit 
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indices were employed and evaluated, these included the Satorra-Bentler scaled Chi-square 

statistic (!2 SB; Satorra & Bentler, 1994), the comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler, 1990), the 

standardized root mean square residual (SRMS, Hu & Bentler, 1998), and the root mean 

square error of approximation (RMSEA; Steiger, 1990). While the Satorra-Bentler Chi-

square test can be interpreted as a significant test (support-accept test; Kline, 2016) which 

suggests that model fit may be satisfactory if the null hypothesis is accepted, the remaining 

goodness of fit indices do only provide approximate thresholds rather than supporting binary 

decisions based on significance testing (accepted/rejected). Accordingly, it is generally 

assumed that CFI values above .90 indicate an adequate model fit (CFI > .95 = excellent fit), 

whereas an SRMR above .10 and an RMSEA above .08 suggest a poor model fit (Kline, 

2016). However, given their susceptibility to the type and degree of misspecification as well 

as sample and model size, these goodness of fit indices have generally been approached with 

scepticism (e.g., Lance, Butts, & Michels, 2006; Marsh, Hau, & Wen, 2004; Yuan, 2005). 

Therefore, it has been recommended to consider 1) a minimum set of global fit statistics (i.e., 

!2, RMSEA, CFI, SRMR), as well as 2) the local fit parameters of the model, for example, in 

regards to standardized residuals and factor loadings (Kline, 2016; Weston & Gore, 2006).  

Overall, Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988) two-stage approach to CFA was adopted, 

this approach has been supported more recently by Kline (2016) as well as by Weston and 

Gore (2006). In a first step, single-factor models were analysed independently for each 

subscale (i.e., emotion/cognition/behaviour; problem-oriented/escalatory/uncertain 

responses), before the respective hierarchical models were tested. Modifications within both 

steps were driven by the before described theoretical models as well as by statistical 

modification indices (e.g., Lagrange Multiplier, Wald test). Moreover, items were deleted or 

re-specified if they showed low standardized factor loadings (<.65) or large standardized 

residuals (>2). 

Results 

Construct validity/Model 1. Independent CFAs were calculated for the subscales of 

conflict emotions, conflict cognition and conflict behaviours. Considering that the respective 

goodness of fit indices did not reach the recommended cut-off points, modifications based on 

the above outlined procedure were employed leading to a deletion of 29 items. Subsequently, 

a hierarchical model with three sub-factors (11 conflict emotions items, 8 conflict cognition 

items, 7 conflict behaviours items), was tested resulting in unsatisfactory fit indices (!2 (272) 

= 1183.66, p < .001; RMSEA = .106, 90% CI [.100, .112]; CFI = .803; SRMR = .082). A step 
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by step approach was taken to further modify the model by deleting items with low 

standardized factor loadings (< .65). A re-evaluation of the model fit was conducted after the 

deletion of every individual item (cf. Hoffman, 1995). The final model 1 consists of 9 items 

and provides satisfactory goodness of fit indices (!2 (20) = 80.17, p < .001; RMSEA = .104, 

90% CI [.080, .127]; CFI = .957; SRMR = .070); descriptive statistics, standardized factor 

loadings and R2 are displayed in table 5.3.1 for all items included in the final model (M1). 

Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated for each subscale indicating acceptable internal reliability 

(conflict emotions r = .89; conflict cognition r = .71; conflict behaviour r = .75). 

Table 5.3.1. Descriptive statistics, factor loadings and R2 for final Model 1 items. 

 

Convergent and discriminant validity. All standardized factor loadings were 

statistically significant (p < .05). They ranged between .69 and .95 for the subscale of conflict 

emotions (M = .86; AVE = .75), between .67 and .70 for conflict cognition (M = .68; AVE = 

.48) and between .67 and .76 for conflict behaviours (M = .71; AVE = .51), thus, suggesting 

acceptable convergent validity for conflict emotions and behaviours, but somewhat low 

Item Mean (SD) 
Standardized 
factor loading 

(error) 
R2 

Emotions    

I felt upset. 4.48 (1.99) .69 (.72) .48 

I was furious. 3.22 (2.07) .93 (.38) .86 

I felt angry. 3.66 (2.05) .95 (.33) .90 

Cognition    

I thought I was going to lose it. 3.07 (1.96) .67 (.74) .45 

I thought I was treated unfairly. 3.42 (2.25) .68 (.74) .46 

I wanted my coach/athlete to leave me alone. 2.85 (2.12) .70 (.68) .53 

Behaviours    

I walked away. 3.02 (2.18) .71 (.70) .51 

I ignored my coach/athlete. 2.36 (1.81) .67 (.74) .45 

I withdrew from the situation. 2.96 (1.96) .76 (.65) .58 

Sub-scales    

Emotions  .74 (.68) .54 

Cognition  .83 (.56) .69 

Behaviours  1.00 1.00 
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validity for conflict cognition (Farrell & Rudd, 2009; Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Further, 

discriminant validity was examined following Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) method 

according to which the average variance extracted (AVE) for each factor should be larger 

than the shared explained variance between the factors. Thus, discriminant validity may be 

assumed between the subscales of conflict emotions and conflict behaviours (r = .46, p < 

.001; R2 = .21 < .75 and R2 = .21 < .51), as well as between conflict cognition and conflict 

behaviour (r = .65, p < .001; R2 = .42 < .48 and R2 = .42 < .51), and between conflict 

emotions and conflict cognition (r = .66, p < .001; R2 = .44 < .75 and R2 = .44 < .48). 

Construct validity/Model 2. Independent CFAs were also calculated for the 

subscales of problem-oriented, escalatory and uncertain conflict responses. Modifications to 

the respective scales were made as described for model 1 and resulted in the deletion of 32 

items. The subsequently tested hierarchical model consisted of three sub-factors including 7 

items for each problem-oriented and uncertain responses, and 9 items for escalatory conflict 

responses. However, an initial CFA resulted in unsatisfactory fit indices (!2 (205) = 774.20, 

p < .001; RMSEA = .0986, 90% CI [.089, .103]; CFI = .869; SRMR = .077), therefore, the 

previously described stepwise approach was utilized to further modify the model. The final 

model 2 shows satisfactory fit (!2 (20) = 65.19, p < .001; RMSEA = .087, 90% CI 

[.064,.110]; CFI = .978; SRMR = .061) and contains 9 items; descriptive statistics, 

standardized factor loadings and R2 are displayed in table 5.3.2 for all items included in the 

final model (M2). All subscales showed satisfactory internal consistency (problem-oriented 

responses r = .83; uncertain responses r = .85; escalatory responses r = 93). 

Convergent and discriminant validity. Standardized factor loadings ranged between 

.64 and .88 for problem-oriented conflict responses (M = .79; AVE = .64), between .74 and 

.87 for uncertain conflict responses (M = .81; AVE = .66) and between .85 and .95 for 

escalatory conflict responses (M = .91; AVE = .82), thus, suggesting acceptable convergent 

validity for each subscale. Moreover, the average variance extracted for the individual 

subscales were consistently higher than the shared variances between the scales, therefore, 

discriminant validity may be assumed: problem-oriented responses correlated negatively with 

uncertain (r = -.59, p < .001; R2 = .35 < .64 and R2 = .35 < .66) and escalatory (r = -.65, p < 

.001; R2 = .42 < .64 and R2 = .42 < .82) responses, whereas uncertain and escalatory 

responses correlated positively (r = .63, p < .001; R2 = .40 < .66 and R2 = .40 < .82).  
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Table 5.3.2. Descriptive statistics, factor loadings and R2 for final Model 2 items. 

 

Criterion-based validity. In line with Kline’s (1998) suggestions, concurrent validity 

was examined by conducting Pearson’s correlations between the subscales of the two 

potential conflict questionnaires and the QRI subscales of conflict and social support, while 

predictive validity was assessed utilizing the direct and meta perspective of the CART-Q. 

Results are displayed in table 5.3.3. Based on significant moderate correlations with the QRI 

conflict subscale as well as low correlations with QRI support subscale criterion-validity may 

be assumed for the subscales of either model. Further, problem-oriented responses to conflict 

conversely correlated with CART-Q and QRI measures compared to all other conflict 

subscales, indicating the subscale’s positive valence. 

 

 

 

Item Mean (SD) 
Standardized 
factor loading 

(error) 
R2 

Problem-orientation    

I felt calm. 3.87 (1.95) .88 (.48) .77 

I felt relaxed. 3.56 (1.96) .85 (.52) .73 

I felt optimistic. 3.61 (1.82) .64 (.77) .41 

Uncertainty    

I felt let down. 2.24 (2.14) .87 (.49) .76 

I felt disappointed. 4.73 (1.96) .83 (.59) .69 

I felt hurt. 3.39 (2.19) .74 (.67) .55 

Escalation    

I was furious. 3.22 (2.07) .95 (.31) .91 

I felt angry. 3.66 (2.05) .92 (.40) .84 

I felt infuriated. 3.18 (2.08) .85 (.53) .72 

Sub-scales    

Problem-oriented responses  -.82 (.57) .67 

Uncertain responses  .77 (.64) .59 

Escalatory responses  .85 (.53) .72 
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Table 5.3.3. Pearson’s correlations between QRI, CART-Q and conflict responses. 

Note: *p < .05; **p <.001 
 
 

Lastly, linear regressions were conducted for either model in order to test the predictive 

validity of the potential conflict scales. It was expected that all subscales of model 1 (conflict 

emotions, cognitions and behaviours) as well as the subscales of uncertain and escalatory 

conflict responses (model 2) would negatively predict direct and meta coach-athlete 

relationships quality, whereas problem-oriented conflict responses would show a positive 

effect. Multiple linear regressions were calculated for the subscales according to model 1, 

revealing a dominant, negative effect for conflict cognition on both direct- and meta-

perceptions of the coach-athlete relationship quality after conflict. 

 

 

 

 QRI conflict QRI support CART-Q 
direct CART-Q meta 

n 301 301 168 168 

M (SD) 3.60 (1.41) 4.03 (1.51) 5.07 (1.45) 4.63 (1.46) 

Model 1     

Conflict 
emotions 

.53** 
(.000) 

-.09 
(.120) 

-.42** 
(.000) 

-.37** 
(.000) 

Conflict 
cognition 

.46** 
(.000) 

-.24** 
(.000) 

-.60** 
(.000) 

-.60** 
(.000) 

Conflict 
behaviour 

.30** 
(.000) 

-.14* 
(.019) 

-.49** 
(.000) 

-.43** 
(.000) 

Model 2     

Problem-
oriented resp. 

-.35** 
(.000) 

.15** 
(.009) 

.46** 
(.000) 

.43** 
(.000) 

Uncertain 
responses 

.48** 
(.000) 

-.19** 
(.001) 

-.41** 
(.000) 

-.42** 
(.000) 

Escalatory 
responses 

.51** 
(.000) 

-.11 
(.060) 

-.47** 
(.000) 

-.42** 
(.000) 



 

 142 

Table 5.3.4. Linear multiple regressions for conflict responses (M1) and CART-Q. 

Note: CART-Q direct: R2 = .36, p < .001; F(3, 164) = 31.95, p < .001; CART-Q meta: R2 = .35, p < 
.001; F(3, 164) = 30.62, p < .001; *p < .001 

 
 

Additionally, individual linear regressions were calculated for the subscales of problem-

oriented, uncertain and escalating responses which confirmed the expected results. 

 

Table 5.3.5. Linear regressions for conflict responses (M2) and CART-Q. 

 B(SE) 95% CI β p 

CART-Q Direct    

Constant 6.73 (.21) [6.31; 7.15]  .000* 

Conflict emotions -.03 (.06) [-0.15; 0.10] -.04 .639 

Conflict cognition -.40 (.08) [-0.55; -0.24] -.48 .000* 

Conflict behaviour -.12 (.07) [-0.26; 0.03] -.14 .110 

CART-Q Meta    

Constant 6.12 (.22) [5.73; 6.59]  .000* 

Conflict emotions .03 (.06) [-0.10; 0.15] .04 .672 

Conflict cognition -.49 (.08) [-0.65; -0.33] -.59 .000* 

Conflict behaviour -.04 (.07) [-0.18; -0.11] -.05 .606 

 R2 B(SE) 95% CI β p 

CART-Q Direct     

Problem-oriented resp. .21 .39 (.06) [0.28; 0.51] .46 .000* 

Uncertain responses .16 -.31 (.05) [-0.41; -0.20] -.41 .000* 

Escalatory responses .22 -.34 (.05) [-0.44; -0.25] -.47 .000* 

CART-Q Meta     

Problem-oriented resp. .18 .37 (.06) [0.25; 0.49] .43 .000* 

Uncertain responses .17 -.32 (.05) [-0.43; 0.21] -.42 .000* 

Escalatory responses .17 -.31 (.05) [-.41; -.21] -.42 .000* 

Note: *p < .001 
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5.4. Discussion 

Although coach-athlete conflict has been identified as a significant interpersonal 

process within sport settings which carries practical implications for individuals’ performance 

and wellbeing, only little systematic research has been conducted within the area. To 

encourage future investigations, the purpose of the present study was to develop and validate 

a psychometric instrument which assesses the nature of coach-athlete conflict. The to the 

sport-context adapted multidimensional conceptualisation (Barki & Hartwick, 2004) of 

conflict proposed within chapter I was used as the theoretical foundation of this instrument. 

The questionnaire development process encapsulated two parts, 1) a phase of item generation 

and evaluation conducted by experts within the field, and 2) a statistical analysis of the 

validity and reliability of the instrument. Within the second part, two different factor models 

of the Interpersonal Conflict in Sports Questionnaire were tested. Accordingly, model 1 

included the three sub-scales of conflict emotions, conflict cognition and conflict behaviours 

as per the definition of interpersonal conflict (Barki & Hartwick, 2004; Wachsmuth et al., 

2017), whereas model 2 was comprised of the three sub-scales problem-oriented, uncertain 

and escalatory conflict responses in accordance to the findings of study I (chapter II). Both 

models were initially rejected and underwent post hoc fitting procedures (Hoffman, 1995) 

which included the re-specification and/or deletion of items with low factor loadings. 

Through this procedure the potential questionnaires were also adapted in regards to their 

length (DeVellis, 2012). Overall, both developed instruments presented satisfactory 

construct, criterion- and predictive validity as well as internal reliability. Considering that the 

tested model structures of both questionnaires do not represent nested models, it was not 

possible to calculate a Chi-square difference test to determine the statistically better model. 

While the goodness-of-fit indices are slightly worse (yet acceptable) for the first version of 

the questionnaire, a final decision between the two versions should be based on conceptual 

grounds (i.e., item content). Within the next paragraphs both models will first be discussed 

separately before a comparison is made.  

The first version of the potential conflict questionnaire (M1) aligns with the 

multidimensional definition of conflict and equally represents conflict emotions, cognitions 

and behaviours. In addition, correlation and regression analyses revealed satisfactory 

criterion- and predictive validity in reference to external measures (QRI, CART-Q). 

Accordingly, multiple linear regression further indicated that conflict responses explain 

approximately 35 - 36% of the variance of perceived relationship quality. Multiple regression 
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analyses were deemed appropriate as the co-occurrence of emotional, cognitive and 

behavioural responses is required to fulfil the defining criteria of interpersonal conflict (Barki 

& Hartwick, 2004; Wachsmuth et al., 2017). However, the subscale of conflict cognition 

seemed to have the strongest impact upon perceived relationships quality. While this result 

was not expected, it can be explained by a range of possible mechanism. For example, 

conflict maybe perceived but not directly expressed to one’s conflict partner (e.g., withdrawal 

behaviour as measured in the scale) in order to avoid negative consequences. These expected 

negative consequences may be reflected in lower ratings for the meta- compared to one’s own 

perspective of relationship quality. Further, emotions may have less influence on the 

relationship quality after the conflict experience as they represent situational responses to 

events and may not necessarily be directed at the other conflict partner. Finally, it can be 

speculated as to whether withdrawal behaviours could protect the overall relationship quality, 

compared to, for example, escalatory behavioural responses. This assumption however leads 

to question the representativeness of the items included in the behavioural subscale. An 

evaluation of the items’ content indeed adds to this concern as the subscale of conflict 

behaviours merely describes withdrawal behaviours rather than a more representative sample 

of behavioural conflict responses, including escalatory behaviours such as shouting or 

physical aggression. Additionally, it should be noted that the variance of single items 

explained by the higher-order factors is rather low, especially for conflict behaviours and 

cognition. Lastly, the subscale of conflict cognition only just meets the criteria for convergent 

and discriminant validity despite its low number of items. This may be attributed to a 

potential content overlap of the item “I thought I was going to lose it” with the subscale of 

conflict emotions, as well as to the similarity of the item “I wanted my coach/athlete to leave 

me alone” to conflict behaviours. Taken together, while the first version of the potential 

conflict questionnaire satisfies the statistical requirements, the item content causes doubt 

upon the practical usefulness of the measure.  

 The second possible version of the conflict questionnaire (M2) represents the 

categories of problem-oriented, uncertain and escalatory conflict responses adequately.   

Overall, the questionnaire satisfies statistical requirements, including criterion-/predictive 

validity. Thus, single linear regressions indicate that conflict responses may explain 16 – 22% 

of the variance in perceived relationship quality after conflict. However, while the statistical 

analysis also indicated sufficient results for convergent and discriminant validity as well as 

for internal reliability, the questionnaire does not align with the multidimensional 

conceptualization of interpersonal conflict. Thus, the subscales of problem-orientated, 



 

 145 

uncertain and escalatory conflict responses only include items reflecting conflict emotions, 

but not cognitions or behaviours. The existing conflict literature offers multiple explanations 

for this finding: Firstly, while emotions may not be the main driver of conflict outcomes, they 

may be the main driver of conflict (cf. study one of this thesis). Accordingly, Pondy (1967) 

proposes that “conflict does not get manifested until it is felt” (Nair, 2007, p. 369). Based on 

a review of emotions in conflict, Nair (2007) draws out a cycle conflict processes in which 

emotions are displayed as integral part of all stages of conflict. Few studies investigating 

conflict within romantic relationships also support this role of emotions in shaping cognitive 

and behavioural responses on an individual and dyadical level by postulating distinct 

response patterns for soft and hard emotions (e.g., Sanford, 2007, 2012). Finally, emotions 

may also be better remembered by participants in this this study even though they were 

equally intense and consciously experienced to other responses during the time of conflict. 

Indeed, this notion may be confirmed by research investigating the evolutionary role of 

emotions and the human memory (e.g., Dolan, 2002; Levine & Pizarro, 2004; Phelps, 2004). 

However, while emotional material or emotions themselves seem to be better memorized (or 

easier accessed), this research casts doubt about the quality of these memories in regards to 

detail and actual representation of the original experience. Nevertheless, Levine and Pizarro 

(2004) point out that 1) these memories should still reflect a “learnt” responses to specific 

events (e.g., greater annoyance to unfair treatment of coach) rather than entirely wrong 

information, and that 2) negative emotions should result in a more detailed recall of event-

relevant information. This notion is causing further doubt as to why conflict behaviours and 

cognitions are not represented within this version of the questionnaire. Overall, future 

research should pay concerted attention to the role of emotions in the experience, 

development and recall of interpersonal conflict in sport settings. It may be worth considering 

comparing self-report measures to various other assessment methods, such as observations, 

ecological momentary assessments, stimulated video-recall interviews or diary studies to 

assess a more comprehensive set of conflict responses. 

 Based on the outlined considerations about the statistical and conceptual quality of the 

examined conflict questionnaires, it can be concluded that neither scale represents a final 

measure of interpersonal conflict in sports. Given the similar statistical results, at this point of 

time the first version of the conflict questionnaire should be preferred over the second based 

on its alignment with the multidimensional definition of interpersonal conflict which 

resonates with the majority of todays’ conflict research. However, it seems necessary to 

further explore why the described problems occurred within the current study. Several factors 
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should to be taken into account such as the study’ sample size and compositions. Thus, the 

small sample did not allow for invariance testing between certain subgroup such as coaches/ 

athletes, males/females, performance/recreational or individual/team sport. It may be 

speculated whether conflict is experienced differently within these groups which might have 

diffused potentially significant results for the subsamples. Based on the findings of the 

qualitative studies within this thesis (chapters III and IV) it seems, for example, plausible to 

assume that coaches may respond more rationally to conflict due to their experience 

compared to athletes whose dominant response may indeed be driven by negative emotions.  

Moreover, it needs to be questioned who completed the online survey, especially 

considering the low response rate (< 5%). Thus, it may be speculated what influenced 

coaches and athletes’ decisions to (not) take part in this study. Besides the usual suspects of 

high perceived work load (e.g., indicated by high drop-out rates) and confidentiality concerns 

(e.g., drop-out at informed consent), the topic of conflict may in itself create a bias against 

participation as it may represent a rather sensitive topic and as such may provoke non-

representative data which in turn impedes the statistical analyses. Multiple factors may play a 

role: For example, potential participants might have perceived the individual questions as 

intrusive or worried about the disclosure of information to third parties, and in turn avoided 

participation or responded in a socially desirable fashion (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). Thus, 

threat may be perceived on an individual basis in regards to self-presentation and social 

stigmatization. Accordingly, individuals’ willingness to take part in the study may be 

influenced by face-saving goals (e.g., Ting-Toomey, 1994) or undermined by attempts to 

protect one’s self-view (e.g., Alicke & Sedikides, 2009) by not recalling negative, potentially 

self- incriminating events (e.g., self-doubt, helplessness, blame, aggression). Finally, sport 

participants may simply not experience large amounts of coach-athlete conflict, however, 

based on the conducted research within this PhD project and the sport psychology/coaching 

literature this possibility seems unlikely (e.g., Mellalieu et al., 2013). Nevertheless, the 

avoidance of overt conflict may reduce individuals’ awareness of ongoing conflict which may 

therefore lead to underreporting of conflict incidences (cf. chapter III). 

In conclusion, future research should consider the above outlined concerns in regards 

to memory and sampling biases when designing studies that aim to investigate conflict 

experiences. For example, response biases may be reduced by adjusting data collection 

methods. Thus, while the self-administration of questionnaires and online surveys have been 

suggested to reduce social desirability (e.g., Huang, 2006; Tourangeau & Yan, 2007), 

nonresponse biases may be reduced by drop-off/pick-up methods (e.g., Broussard Allred & 
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Ross-Davis, 2011). Further, a multi-method approach to data collection may be advisable to 

generate an understanding about potential recall or self-protection concerns (e.g., 

observations/video-stimulated recall combined with self-report measures). Further, dyadic 

approaches to data collection and analyses, such dyadic interviews or actor-partner 

interdependence modelling, may shed light on the different perceptions of interpersonal 

conflict between relationship partners. However, these methods largely rely on the 

availability of appropriate conflict measure that sufficiently assesses conflict emotions, 

cognition and behaviours of sport participants. Arguably, the current study provides a starting 

point for such an endeavour. The created item pool and initial factor analyses offer directions 

for improvements of the current Interpersonal Conflict in Sports Questionnaire. 
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General Discussion 

The purpose of this thesis was to develop theoretical and practical knowledge around 

the topic of interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete dyads. Therefore, a scoping review of the 

existing conflict literature in sport psychology and coaching was conducted initially which 

served as a base for the empirical research. Specifically, a working definition as well as a 

preliminary conceptual framework of conflict in sport relationships were developed as part of 

this review; these provided a scaffold which guided the studies within the PhD project.  

Within this chapter of this PhD thesis, I first summarize the key findings of the 

individual studies before discussing the theoretical and practical implications of this line of 

research. The second part includes considerations about the definition of conflict, a 

modification of the original conceptual framework as well as final remarks about the 

assessment of conflict within sports. Third, practical implications of this conflict research are 

discussed on an individual, dyadically and environmental level. Limitations of the current 

research as well as future research avenues are also addressed within each of these sections, 

before a final conclusion is drawn. 
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6.1. Study Summaries  

Study 1 

Based on the conceptual framework of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships, the 

first study aimed at gaining an understanding of elite coaches and athletes’ perceptions of 

interpersonal conflict. Qualitative interviews were conducted with 22 participants and 

covered individuals’ experiences in regards to 1) conflict determinants, 2) the nature of 

conflict, 3) conflict prevention and management, as well as 4) conflict outcomes. All 

interviews underwent a directed content analysis. Based on the rich data, the results were 

subsequently organized and presented in three chronologically parts.  

Part I outlined participants’ reports on factors that were thought to increase the 

likelihood and/or intensity of conflict across the categories of external, intra- and 

interpersonal conflict determinants. It further included considerations of the specific 

circumstances in which conflict was likely to erupt, concluding that while conflict may be 

triggered by unmet expectations and heightened emotions, it was usually a result of multiple 

interacting factors. Subsequently, part II focused on the nature of conflict which was defined 

by its characteristics (e.g., frequency, intensity, duration), content (e.g., sport-related 

conflict), as well as individuals’ emotional, cognitive and behavioural responses during 

ongoing conflict. These findings further indicated that coaches and athletes may respond in a 

problem-oriented, uncertain or escalatory manner to conflict events. Successively, the last 

part presented results on how coaches and athletes may aim to prevent and manage 

interpersonal conflict, as well as how particular management attempts potentially influenced 

the experienced outcomes of conflict. In this regard, several barriers to constructive conflict 

management were discussed which largely related to communication and willingness to 

resolve conflict, but also involved wider environmental and cultural considerations. 

As a result of this first study, initial modifications to the conceptual framework of 

interpersonal conflict in sport relationships were made. From a practical point of view, it 

became apparent that conflict management was no easy endeavour for coaches and athletes 

but rather often required support from third parties, such as friends, family or staff members, 

to avoid negative consequences of these disputes. 

Study 2 

Considering the findings of the first study, a slightly different perspective on coach-

athlete conflict was taken within the next study. Thus, instead of gathering further 

information from coaches and athletes, it was decided to explore sport psychology 
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practitioners’ experiences of coach-athlete conflict.  Sport psychologists were previously 

highlighted as a helpful source of support during ongoing conflict by sport participants. 

Besides investigating sport psychologists’ roles and approaches to managing coach-athlete 

conflict, it was expected that sport psychologists could identify skills and characteristics 

which might be beneficial for coaches and athletes to possess in order to prevent 

dysfunctional conflict and promote constructive conflict management. A total of 16 sport 

psychology practitioners was interviewed and an inductive thematic analysis was conducted 

across all transcripts. 

The findings of this study further expanded the existing conceptual framework of 

interpersonal conflict in sport relationships by proposing a range of desired, athlete- /coach-

specific characteristics which are in contrast to the previously identified intra- and 

interpersonal conflict determinants. Further, sport psychology practitioners described six 

different roles that they might adopt before, during and after coach-athlete conflict; these 

included the provision of conflict education and skill development, conflict diagnostics and 

progress planning, emotional support and protection, as well as mediation. Lastly, sport 

psychology practitioners reported a range of challenges and barriers when aiming at 

intervening in coach-athlete conflict. In line with the previous barriers outlined by coaches 

and athletes, participants in this study referred to individuals’ unwillingness to resolve 

conflict in a collaborative manner and further highlighted sport organisations’ culture and 

system as important factors which may facilitate or hinder effective conflict management. 

Overall, participants referred to creating a psychologically informed environment in which 

conflict is embraced and handled as an interpersonal process that is natural to occur in any 

relationship, especially in such a highly-pressurized setting as performance sport. 

Study 3 

The final study of this PhD aimed to develop a psychometric instrument to assess the 

emotional, cognitive and behavioural responses of coaches and athletes when experiencing 

conflict. It built upon the previous qualitative investigations in that it in-cooperated problem-

oriented, uncertain and escalatory responses as they were identified by the coaches, athletes 

and sport psychology practitioners. The development of the Interpersonal Conflict in Sport 

Questionnaire (ICSQ) was presented in two phases: 1) Item development and evaluation, and 

2) confirmatory factor analyses and reliability testing. 

Within the first phase, a pool of 121 items was created based on an evaluation of the 

available literature and research as well as of existing psychometric tools used within other 
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domains of conflict research (e.g., business, romantic relationship). Expert panels consisting 

of coaches, athletes and sport psychologists then assessed the quality of these items according 

to their content validity and suitability for the questionnaire. As a result of this first phase, a 

preliminary version of the ICSQ comprising a total of 55 items was drafted. This conflict 

measure subsequently underwent stringent statistical analyses to test its construct validity and 

internal reliability. Thus, a survey battery including the CART-Q, ICSQ, and the support and 

conflict subscales of the QRI as well as various demographic questions was completed by 

301 coaches (n = 170) and athletes (n = 131). Subsequently, two different factorial models 

(second-order factors/model 1: conflict emotions, cognitions and behaviours; second-order 

factors/model 2: problem-oriented, uncertain and escalatory conflict responses) were tested 

using an exploratory approach to confirmatory factor analyses (Hoffman, 1995). Statistically 

and theoretically guided model modifications resulted in acceptable goodness of fit indices 

across both models. Further analyses inspecting convergent and discriminant validity also 

revealed satisfactory results for either version of the questionnaire. However, both models 

raised conceptual concerns when examining the included items more closely. While at this 

point of time the questionnaire based on model 1 should be preferred, it does not represent a 

final instrument. Thus, further efforts are required to improve the quality of the Interpersonal 

Conflict in Sport Questionnaire to adequately assesses conflict emotions, cognition and 

behaviours of sport participants.  

6.2. Implications for Theory and Research 

The current PhD project offers the first systematic line of investigation into coach-

athlete conflict. It compliments previous research conducted on coach-athlete interactions by 

addressing a potentially disruptive process that is natural to occur in any type of relationship. 

Thus, while Jowett (2003) touched upon conflict when exploring the lifespan development of 

an individual coach-athlete dyad, the coaching literature lacked concerted knowledge on the 

occurrence of interpersonal conflict within coach-athlete dyads prior to this project. By filling 

this gap, the current findings shed light on how interpersonal conflict may impact athletes and 

coaches’ perceptions of closeness, commitment and complementarity within their 

relationships. Moreover, the evidence-based framework of interpersonal conflict further 

facilitates an understanding of how to develop, maintain and enhance high quality coach-

athlete relationships (cf. Rhind & Jowett, 2012a, 2012b; Veally, 2017) by forwarding 

constructive alternatives to potentially dysfunctional interpersonal processes (e.g., escalation, 

avoidance). 
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Thus, by approaching conflict from different perspectives and with different methods 

a comprehensive picture of the entire conflict process was drawn. However, while this thesis 

has attempted to offer the foundational work warranted within this area, this process also 

unfolded the substantive research that remains to be conducted. Within this section, I will aim 

to collate the key findings of the individual studies and discuss them within the light of the 

literature introduced within chapter I. First, I will focus on the conceptualisation of conflict as 

a multidimensional interpersonal process, before presenting a modified, evidence-based 

conceptual framework of interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete relationship (Figure 6.2.1). 

Subsequently, limitations of the current research will be discussed and future research 

directions offered. 

Conceptualisation of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships 

Since Barki and Hartwick’s critical position paper, in which they defined 

interpersonal conflict as “a dynamic process that occurs between interdependent parties as 

they experience negative emotional reactions to perceived disagreements and interference 

with the attainment of their goals” (p. 234), researcher have widely accepted this 

multidimensional conceptualisation which integrates behavioural, cognitive and emotional 

responses to conflict (e.g., Fincham et al., 1990; Koorsgard et al., 2008; Paletz et al., 2014). 

Accordingly, also the current research adopted this approach by adapting Barki and 

Hartwick’s definition of interpersonal conflict to the sport context. Within previous conflict 

research in sport, however, only Paradis and colleagues (2014a, 2014b) and Mellalieu et al. 

(2013) also aligned their research explicitly with Barki and Hartwick’s conceptualization. 

Other authors instead focused on the distinction between social and task conflict (Holt et al., 

2012; Leo et al., 2015) or considered only behavioural aspects of conflict (Partidge & Knapp, 

2015), thus, an open mind was kept for potential other definitions of conflict. However, the 

studies conducted within the scope of this thesis overall support the multidimensional view of 

conflict, and as such provide further grounds for distinguishing between (cognitive) 

disagreements and interpersonal conflicts based on the co-occurrence of emotional, cognitive 

and behavioural responses. Thus, while disagreements may form the beginning of 

interpersonal conflict, they may not be at the heart of it (cf. Paradis et al., 2014a). 

Nevertheless, the current findings call for further investigations into the nature and 

defining parts of conflict by 1) proposing potential response patterns across cognitive, 

emotional and behavioural conflict experiences, and 2) by questioning the role of emotions 

during conflict. Based on the multidimensional conceptualization of interpersonal conflict, 
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three response patterns which were characterized by distinct emotional, cognitive and 

behavioural experiences of sport participants emerged from the findings of the conducted 

studies. While escalatory conflict response patterns represented the typically associated 

experiences of hard negative emotions (e.g., anger, frustration), an escalatory appraisal of 

conflict (e.g., blame, perceived unfair treatment) and escalatory behaviours (e.g., shouting, 

aggression), uncertain responses were marked by negative soft emotions (e.g., hurt, 

disappointment), uncertain appraisals (e.g., self-blame, worry, confusion) and uncertain/ 

withdrawal behaviours (e.g., walking away, avoidance). Additionally, a problem-oriented 

response pattern was identified which was described by positive emotions (e.g., relieve, 

hope), a problem-oriented appraisal (e.g., concern for the other, desire to solve problem) and 

problem-oriented behaviours (e.g., explaining). Though these response patterns show some 

similarities to the positive, negative and neutral conflict consequences outlined by Mellalieu 

et al. (2013), these authors did neither differentiate between conflict experiences and 

outcomes nor between uncertain and escalatory responses. Conversely, the findings of the 

qualitative study were only partly supported within the following quantitative questionnaire 

development study (chapter V). Thus, the preferred questionnaire version (M1) which 

included the subscales of conflict emotions, cognition and behaviour only contained items 

assessing uncertain or escalatory responses. Moreover, the rejected questionnaire (M2) 

comprised of the subscales problem-oriented, uncertain and escalatory responses only 

included items assessing conflict emotions. Taking these contradictory findings into account, 

more research is necessary to examine potential patterns across emotional, cognitive and 

behavioural conflict responses. The definition of conflict response patterns may facilitate 

research efforts that aim to identify the differences of constructive and dysfunctional conflict 

processes as well as the determinants and outcomes linked to such conflict experiences. For 

example, although uncertain and escalatory responses may be perceived as unpleasant by 

conflict parties, it is yet unclear whether these response patterns are generally dysfunctional 

or may contribute to future constructive conflict management (cf. Overall & McNulty, 2017). 

 In addition to the questions posed about the existence and characteristics of potential 

conflict response patterns, also the role of emotions during conflict requires more systematic 

research. Thus, the results of the third quantitative study hinted towards emotions as a driver 

of conflict and is not the first to propose a dominant role of emotions during ongoing conflict. 

Instead, research within business and close relationships rather often referred to emotional or 

affective conflict (e.g., Amason, 1996; Cheung & Chuah, 2000; Jehn, 1994; Pelled, Xin, & 

Weiss, 2001) which has, for example, been defined as “interpersonal clashes characterized by 
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anger, frustration, and other negative feelings” (Pelled et al., 2001, p. 65). Collectively, these 

studies contrast emotional conflict to task conflict which is described as less emotional and 

more focused on differences regarding goals, processes or resources (e.g., Jehn, 1994; Pelled 

et al., 2001). In the presented quantitative study no such differentiation was made as part of 

the conflict assessment, accordingly it may be speculated whether or not participants mainly 

experienced social/emotional conflict. However, that seems unlikely considering the purpose-

driven nature of the coach-athlete relationship and the findings of the qualitative studies in 

which the majority of conflict experiences reported by participants related to task conflict, 

which is also in line with the reports of other scholars (e.g., Leo et al., 2015; Paradis et al., 

2014b). Independent from the conflict type, however, Sanford and colleagues (2007, 2012) 

provided initial evidence for the significant role of emotions in shaping conflict processes. 

According to these authors, emotions may predict a change of conflict communication and 

appraisal, both, within the individual and dyadically (Sanford, 2007; Sanford & Grace, 2011). 

Overall, this research should be taken into account to guide future investigations which 

explicitly examine the role of different emotional experiences during interpersonal conflict 

within sport settings. However, while emotions may play a crucial role in shaping the course 

of interpersonal conflict, they certainly do not represent the only response experienced during 

conflict. Thus, it can be concluded that the multidimensional conceptualization of 

interpersonal conflict remains the most appropriate, though future research should investigate 

the interactions of the three defining parts of conflict: emotions, cognition and behaviours. 

Evidence-based framework of interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete relationships 

 Besides reconsidering the definition of interpersonal conflict, also the conceptual 

framework of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships (chapter I) requires modifications 

based on the empirical studies conducted within this PhD research. Compared to the rather 

simple breakdown of interpersonal conflict presented in the original model, the evidence-

based framework integrates the conflict content and processes, prevention and management 

processes, and structural components (Thomas, 1976, 1992) as well as conflict outcomes 

(Figure 6.2.1; colour-coded). It aims to illustrate interpersonal conflict as a complex and 

dynamic process. Thus, structural components (blue) of conflict are represented by external, 

intra-and interpersonal conflict determinants, as well as by the specific circumstances in 

which conflict erupts and the barriers experienced during conflict management. The conflict 

process (red) further includes the onset and nature of conflict (i.e., emotional, cognitive and 

behavioural responses, topics and characteristics), while management components (green)



 

Figure 6.2.1 Evidence-based framework of interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete relationships. 
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include implicit and explicit conflict prevention, intra- and interpersonal management 

strategies as well as third party support. Lastly, conflict outcomes (yellow) refer to short- and 

long-term performance, intra- and interpersonal consequences. These conflict components 

will be discussed separately within the following paragraphs. Overall, figure 6.2.1 illustrates 

the sequence of events taking place before, during and after conflict which are influenced by 

external, intra- and interpersonal conflict determinants. It further outlines how conflict 

outcomes are shaped directly by the nature of conflict as well as by employed conflict 

management strategies. These outcomes further inform future conflict determinants and as 

such create a feedback loop. 

Conflict content and processes. Displayed at the heart of the conceptual framework 

of interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete relationships are the two components of conflict 

onset and nature (i.e., emotions, cognition, behaviours, characteristics; circle) representing 

the dynamic processes that take place at the beginning and during conflict. While previous 

research mainly outlined the determinants of conflict within sports (e.g., Gearity & Murray, 

2011; Kristiansen et al., 2012; Jackson et al., 2011; Jowett, 2009; Purdy et al., 2008), it has 

not explicitly considered how and under which circumstances conflict may erupt. The current 

research provides some limited understanding of that early conflict phase which seems 

especially hard to capture; based on these findings the conflict onset has been added to the 

original framework as a distinct part of conflict which is different from both, conflict 

determinants as well as from the conflict nature. Thus, conflict may be caused by a 

multiplicity of conflict circumstances and provoking actions of conflict partners. While the 

presented research confirms the general assumption that conflict only manifests if provoking 

events are considered relevant for one’s own goal achievement (cf. Fincham et al., 1990; 

Koorsgard et al., 2008), it provides only little insight into the cognitive and emotional 

processes which may be taking place just before conflict arises (e.g., stress responses). A 

systematic investigation of the specific circumstances may help understanding why/not 

individuals engage in conflict across seemingly similar situations. With regards to this 

potential area of research it should be noted that the conflict circumstances identified within 

this study referred to the specific situational factors and events leading up to an onset of 

conflict and were not equal to the underlying conflict determinants, such as one’s personality 

or long-term relationship satisfaction. For example, findings of the first study suggest that an 

overlap of multiple factors, such as heightened emotions (e.g., underperformance), perceived 

pressure and stress (e.g., at competitions) and misunderstandings or immediate lack of 

communication, created an atmosphere prone for conflict. 
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The research conducted within this thesis further helped to comprehend the nature of 

conflict which has previously been investigated in regards to escalation and de-escalation 

(through management; e.g., Canary et al., 2001; Roberts, 2006), its content in regards to task- 

and social-orientation (e.g., Amason, 1996, Jehn, 1994; Paradis et al., 2014b; Leo et al., 

2015) as well as by conflict parties’ emotional, cognitive and behavioural experiences (e.g., 

Paradis et al., 2014a). While this is also true for this thesis, the first study expanded the 

understanding of conflict processes by identifying three distinct patterns across conflict 

emotions, cognitions and behaviours, which were called problem-oriented, uncertain and 

escalatory conflict responses as discussed within the definition of interpersonal conflict. 

Fincham et al.’s (1990) attributional model of conflict on close relationships may explain 

how these conflict responses are shaped. According to this model, a cognitive evaluation of 

conflict in regards to blame (Who? How much/often?) and one’s perceived efficacy to cope 

with the dispute (Do I have necessary skills/control?) may lead to perceptions of hopeful- or 

hopelessness. Thus, whereas hopelessness may trigger uncertain responses to conflict, 

hopefulness is likely to lead to an engagement in conflict, either in a problem-oriented or 

escalatory manner (e.g., dependent on perceived influence/power). However, while problem-

oriented, uncertain and escalatory responses form distinct concepts, it seems likely that they 

may overlap or transform into another over time, for example, based on a continuous re-

evaluation of one’s own and the conflict partner’s competencies to communicate during 

conflict as well as to manage disputes (cf. Canary et al., 2001). Thus, future research should 

investigate the micro-processes taking place during conflict. Findings from such research 

may highlight the interaction between conflict experiences, conflict types and conflict 

management attempts. It may seem plausible that escalatory conflict responses can typically 

be observed during social conflict, while problem-oriented responses may be present during 

task-conflict; however, systematic research is needed to examine these assumptions.  

Prevention and management processes. In contrast to problem-oriented conflict 

responses, conflict management strategies cover intentionally chosen strategies to either cope 

with conflict or to facilitate constructive interpersonal exchanges. Thus, a problem-oriented 

response may indicate individuals’ motivation to resolve conflict but does not equal conflict 

management which is well reasoned and adapted to the particular situation. Hence, it is 

crucial to examine the transition from responding to conflict to managing conflict as well as 

to identify factors that may motivate coaches and athletes to initiate these interactions. The 

present project contributed to this inquiry by proposing factors which promote dyadic conflict 
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management, including coaches’ perceived role responsibilities or sport psychologists’ 

encouragement to seek conversations.  

While chapters II and III provide a detailed discussion on conflict management, I 

would like to point out some key findings here. Firstly, the results of both qualitative studies 

highlight coaches’ role as a “conflict solver” according to which coaches were perceived as 

responsible role models who were expected to create a healthy conflict culture and 

constructively manage particular conflict situations. This finding is certainly not surprising 

given the coaches’ leadership role within the coach-athlete relationships (e.g., Jowett & 

Shanmugam, 2016; Vella, Oades, & Crowe, 2010). Nevertheless, athletes and sport 

psychology practitioners also criticized coaches’ lack of awareness regarding conflict as well 

as their skills to appropriately chose/use conflict management strategies. While lacking 

awareness may be partially caused by athletes’ unwillingness to address certain problems, 

insufficient interpersonal or conflict skills presented an issue that may be approached 

proactively by investing time in suitable development possibilities, though it may require 

overcoming one’s sentiment or closed-mindedness towards these services. Nevertheless, it 

needs to be acknowledged that conflict management is complex, hence, there is not one 

generally ‘correct’ approach (cf. Rahim, 2002; Overall & McNulty, 2017; Thomas, 1992), 

but the choice of a strategy should always be considered within the context in which conflict 

is occurring. As such, effective conflict management also depends on the information 

available as well as coaches’ analytical skills to use this information – thus, creating an 

awareness for the bigger picture (i.e., what should be achieved long-term?) seems essential to 

make ‘here-and-now’ decisions during conflict. Accordingly, it stood out of all participants’ 

reports that coaches’ handling of conflict was significant for shaping the training 

environment, for instance, in regards to togetherness, openness and trust between sport 

participants. In turn, a constructive management of conflict also contributed to future conflict 

prevention by reassuring individuals that disagreements could be addressed and solved 

without having to fear negative consequences of voicing personal concerns. Overall, coaches 

and athletes needed to find the right balance between collaborating on sport-related issues, 

but also ensuring the fulfilment of team values (e.g., discipline, honesty) and personal needs 

(e.g., mental health, privacy) utilizing more competitive approaches. 

Certainly, conflict management is no easy task and as such it seems even more 

important to acknowledge and utilize the services provided by professionals within the field. 

Referring back to Fisher (1972) who lined out the skills essential to effective third party 

interventions, sport psychologists should have the contextual knowledge as well as the 
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diagnostic skills to analyse conflict and should further possess the interpersonal skills to 

provide emotional support and positively influence conflict parties towards conflict 

resolution. Indeed, sport psychologists previously highlighted relationship management as 

one of the most frequent queries they had to deal with in their job (e.g., chapter IV; 

Hatamleh, 1994; cited from Poczwardowski & Barott, 2002; McCann, 2000), and outlined 

various roles and approaches to coach-athlete conflict in the current study. Overall, sport 

psychologists emphasized their potential contribution to effective conflict management and 

resolution. In that light, it seems rather surprising that athletes and coaches within the first 

study mainly sought out emotional support by family members, friends, staff members or 

sport psychologists, but not fully utilized the help they were able to provide in regards to 

task-oriented conflict resolution. Thus, it may be assumed that by seeking this emotional 

support the intensity of experienced emotions was reduced enabling athletes and coaches to 

focus on rational problem-solving without the need for third party support. However, 

participants’ accounts offer a range of other explanations in regards to availability and 

recognition of the provided sport psychology services. Accordingly, coaches and athletes 

might have lacked the necessary access to sport psychologists or did not perceive them to be 

in a position to assist with conflict due to, for example, sport psychologists’ roles within a 

sport setting (e.g., objectivity, confidentiality, task responsibilities, time). Further, 

participants may have not recognized the contributions sport psychologists made. For 

example, coaches might not have been aware of their athletes seeking the help of sport 

psychologists, or did not appreciate the efforts/contributions of sport psychologists as 

significant (e.g., nudging, STEALTH; Aoyagi & Portenga, 2010; Cook & Fletcher, 2017). 

These assumptions align with sport psychology practitioners’ reports in regards to 

experiencing environmental barriers (e.g., hierarchical structure of organisation, role 

definition) which impeded their own abilities to assist with coach-athlete conflict. 

Lastly, the frequently described ‘learning by doing’ approach to conflict management 

may explain sport participants’ struggles in conflict management and may be ascribed to a 

lack of education and training in interpersonal skills across coaches, athletes and sport 

psychology practitioners. Thus, it is questionable how effective the typical approaches (i.e., 

seminars, workshops) to coach and athlete education as well as to applied sport psychology 

training are in forming these skills. While one may expect that especially sport psychology 

practitioners’ education and training equips them with the knowledge and skills necessary to 

deal with difficult interpersonal processes such as conflict (Tod, 2007), participants’ in the 

current research often doubted their competence to manage these situations well. The fact that 



 

 161 

sport psychology practitioners in the current study emphasized not feeling well equipped to 

deal with conflict despite having to cope with it on a regular basis, may indicate a serious 

shortcoming of their current practical training. Therefore, research within sports and other 

domains that clearly shows an advantage of long-term psychoeducational programs 

complimented by other teaching tools (e.g. community services, role play, mentoring, etc.) in 

regards to increasing interpersonal and conflict management skills (e.g., Blanchard, Hawkins, 

Baldwin, & Fawcett, 2009; Gould & Carson, 2008; Hunt & Baruch, 2003; Jones, Harris, & 

Miles, 2009) should be taken into account when designing potential intervention studies 

targeting the prevention/management of interpersonal conflict in sport relationships. 

Structural conflict components. Finally, it needs to be acknowledged that conflict 

and conflict management processes do not take place in a vacuum but are shaped by the 

characteristics of the individual, the relationship and the environment. These conflict 

determinants are represented within the structural model of conflict and influence every stage 

of the conflict experience. As eluded to within the literature review, most research referring 

to conflict in the past identified potential factors that contributed to an onset or influence the 

course of conflict, such as gender, personality, attachment, or efficacy beliefs (e.g., Davis & 

Jowett, 2014a; Jackson et al., 2011a, 2011b; Jowett, 2009; Sullivan, 2004). Considering that 

this PhD project aimed at establishing a foundational understanding of the nature of coach-

athlete conflict, a systematic investigation of specific conflict determinants was beyond the 

scope of the presented research. Instead the results of the conducted studies confirm and 

expand the range of potential intrapersonal conflict determinants: various stable 

characteristics related to personality, passion, and attachment styles, as well as in regards to 

emotional intelligence, maturity, experience and competence (e.g., upbringing, sport 

experience, expertise) were highlighted. This also included stressing characteristics 

facilitative for effective conflict management, such as high levels of self-awareness, 

sufficient self-worth and individuals’ ability to take care of themselves. As such, this PhD 

research is the first to explore distinct characteristics and skills of coaches and athletes which 

were considered important for maintaining and enhancing quality relationships. 

The present studies further expand previous research by considering situational 

factors, such as perceived pressure and stress, experiences of failure and embarrassment, low 

mood, health concerns or open negative self-talk, which seem to increase the likelihood of 

conflict. Considering the differentiation between conflict determinants and conflict 

circumstances it seems plausible to assume that these situational factors may be detrimental 

for conflict to occur, whereas more stable conflict determinants are likely to shape the course 
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of ongoing conflict and conflict management. Similar observations may be made on an 

interpersonal level. Thus, in contrast to what previous coach-athlete literature indicated (e.g., 

Jowett, 2003, 2009; Jowett & Cockerill, 2002) conflict occurred in both, high and low quality 

coach-athlete relationships. A difference, however, could be observed in regards to the 

development and management of conflict. Thus, conflict often seemed to escalate within 

relationships which lacked trust and mutual respect and were therefore also harder to resolve. 

In contrast, coaches and athlete who knew each other well, believed in each other’s positive 

intentions and were therefore willing to listen and take perspective, seemed more able to 

embrace and manage conflict. This observation was resonated by sport psychology 

practitioners who emphasized the importance of mutual acceptance and appreciation, as well 

as positive regard as core ingredients for conflict management. It further supports research 

within social psychology which postulated that overall relationship quality rather than the 

momentary assessment of the relationship during conflict is determining one’s willingness to 

engage in constructive conflict management (cf. Tjosvold & Sun, 2002).  

Lastly, concerted attention needs to be paid to external variables that shape coach-

athlete conflict, especially structural and cultural components of the sport. Accordingly, 

sociocultural influences on coach-athlete interactions included formal and informal social 

norms in regards to cultural or gender stereotypes and role expectations within traditionally 

hierarchical sport systems. In fact, scholars within sport sociology and coaching have often 

indirectly studied conflict through the lens of power relationships and micro-aggression (e.g., 

Potrac & Jones, 2009, Purdy et al., 2008, Gearity & Metzger, 2017). Indeed, researching 

conflict without considering power seems naïve as conflict may be seen as the mere 

expression of a struggle for power (Blase, 1991). Within the current studies, the influence of 

the sport system and culture was visible at any stage of conflict, may it have been reflected in 

athletes’ unwillingness to address disagreements with their coaches (e.g., avoidance) or 

challenge their final decision (e.g., obliging), or in the barriers that often stood in the way of 

constructive conflict management though all parties initially tried to come to a mutually 

acceptable solution (e.g., different priorities, dependency on decision-makers within the 

system). Though these barriers were mainly described by athletes and sport psychology 

practitioners who at times perceived to be subjected to coaches’ goodwill, also coaches 

described to be impaired in the coach-athlete interactions by organisational pressures (e.g., 

job insecurity, performance expectations of sport organisations). To fully understand the 

dynamics of coach-athlete conflict it will thus be necessary to consider micro-politics within 

sport organisations. Blase (1991; p.11) states: 
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“Micro-politics refer to the use of formal and informal power by individuals 
and groups to achieve their goals. In large part, political actions result from 
perceived differences between individuals and groups, coupled with a 
motivation to use power and influence and/or to protect […] Both cooperative 
and conflictive actions and processes are part of the realm.”  

As such, Blase transforms conflict from a process that seems to naturally occur within any 

relationship (Canary, 2008) into a medium that is consciously used to achieve one’s personal 

goal within a specific context through the use of power and influence. Indeed, the results of 

Medina, Munduate and Guerra (2008) support this assumption showing that a moderate use 

of formal power allows leaders to initiate task conflict which in turn has been found to 

improve performance (e.g., Holt et al., 2012; Jehn, 1997). Interestingly, some coaches of the 

first study recognized this function of conflict and purposefully initiated conflict with athletes 

in order to achieve better performances and/or increased commitment to the sport itself. Thus, 

Medina et al. (2008) suggested that using power in the pursuit of personal goals may not 

necessarily be as negative as often portrait within the sports literature (e.g., power abuse, 

controlling behaviours; e.g., Bartholomew et al., 2009; Stirling & Kerr, 2008, 2009), but 

differentiate in regards to the types and degrees of power utilized. In total, their results 

implied that personal or prosocial power (e.g., competence, charisma) even reduced 

dysfunctional conflict and contribute to collaborative working environments. In conclusion, 

future research should consider coach-athlete conflict within its wider environment to 

identify and promote factors which facilitate the development of a healthy conflict culture, 

including an exploration of other relationships within sport organisations (e.g., coach-

management; athlete/coach-staff members; external agents) as well as the definition and 

implementation of desirable organisational values and norms. 

Conflict outcomes. Finally, the modified conceptual framework of interpersonal 

conflict in sport relationships also integrates conflict outcomes (right-hand-sight of figure 

6.2.1) which are defined by the various conflict and conflict management processes in 

interaction with conflict determinants, and cover immediate as well as long-term 

consequences related to intrapersonal, interpersonal and performance aspects. While the 

current research confirms previous findings illustrating negative consequences conflict may 

have, such as decreased physical and mental wellbeing, performance stagnation or a 

deterioration of the respective coach-athlete relationships, the majority of participants 

highlighted desirable long-term consequences of conflict. Overall, the current results may 

lead to conclude that even though conflict is immediately perceived as challenging, stressful, 
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unpleasant and draining (. Mellalieu et al., 2013), the long-term benefits possibly outweigh 

these undesirable experiences. This assumption is supported by research within close 

relationships which recommends to engage in difficult discussions and even utilize direct, 

opposing and competitive conflict strategies to induce long-term change despite initial 

unpleasant experiences for both conflict partners (Overall & McNulty, 2017). In fact, 

McNulty and Russel (2016) indicate that one’s forgiveness to regular transgressions of the 

relationship partner may cause future conflict provoking behaviours and as such should rather 

be approached in a direct manner to avoided a negative spiral of “forgive and regret”. 

Potential positive changes within sports included improved performance and motivation (cf. 

Holt et al., 2012; Mellalieu et al., 2013), but also more trusting, respectful and understanding 

coach-athlete relationships as well as more effective and collaborative team environments. 

Overall, the current research breaks with the traditionally negative view of interpersonal 

conflict in sports but rather encourages to consider conflict a coaching moment. Therefore, 

more systematic research is needed that investigates how this potential of conflict can be 

accessed to its optimum, rather than focusing on strategies to avoid/prevent conflict.  

6.3. Practical Implications for Coaches, Athletes and Sport Psychologists 

Besides this thesis’ contribution to the development of empirical knowledge and 

theoretical advancements, the presented research also provides distinct practical implications 

for preventing and managing interpersonal conflict between coaches and their athletes. These 

practical recommendations are applicable to coaches and athletes as well as to sport 

psychologists and target conflict on an individual, interpersonal and organisational level. 

Figure 6.3.1 has been developed to guide sport practitioners attempts to manage interpersonal 

conflict as well as to potentially use these conflict incidents as a catalyst for environmental 

change. In the form of a flowchart the figure represents steps that should be considered for 

constructively conflict management; these include ensuring individuals’ abilities to cope with 

conflict, promoting their understanding of conflict, an analysis of the present conflict as well 

as considerations about mutually acceptable solutions or temporary compromises when no 

long-term solutions were found, and the final implementation and evaluation of these 

agreements. The figure further outlines possibilities for creating an environment in which 

constructive debate is promoted and dysfunctional conflict minimized, for example, by 

increasing individuals’ coping and self-regulation skills, implementing conflict education and 

training for team/ staff members as well as by role modelling. The figure also indicates 

opportunities for sport psychologists to assist with conflict management.  



 

Figure 6.3.1. Interpersonal conflict management as a catalyst to induce environmental change 
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Thus, it is recommended that coaches should pursue the development of a healthy 

conflict culture in which individuals are supported in their development of interpersonal skills 

which ultimately help them to embrace conflict as an opportunity for learning and positive 

change (cf. Vealey, 2017). This process should include raising awareness and acceptance for 

conflict as it is likely to occur within high performance environments; in this context one 

sport psychology practitioner within the second study referred to the idea of “normalizing 

dysfunction” and explained this view based on the assumption that performance sports cannot 

be considered a “normal” environment given the large amount of sport-related and 

organisational stressors (e.g., Fletcher et al., 2012; Olusoga et al., 2009, 2010). Thus, through 

psychoeducation a basic understanding of conflict processes can be conveyed and the 

development a range of effective responses to such disputes facilitated (cf. Cummings, 

Faircloth, Mitchell, Cummings, & Schmermerhorn, 2008). Within the current study, both 

coaches and sport psychology practitioners engaged in these tasks before and during ongoing 

conflict. Moreover, individual coach-athlete conflicts may provide a platform to integrate 

these preventive measures into conflict management through multidisciplinary team case 

formulation and practical workshops (e.g., problem-focused communication, role play). By 

equipping staff members with sufficient interpersonal and conflict skills these individuals 

may not only learn how to constructively approach conflicts themselves, but can also act as 

role models and offer support to athletes when experiencing interpersonal difficulties. This 

training may further include basic mediation skills which has been recommended to improve 

conflict management within diverse communities (Coleman & Prywes, 2014; Kressel, 2014). 

While it is advisable to carry out any training on conflict and communication skills 

early on, only few of the current sport psychology practitioners were able to provide such 

training prior to conflict. Accordingly, it seems necessary to skilfully integrate conflict 

education into the management process (step 2 in the figure). However, considering the role 

of emotions and negative cognition during the onset and escalation of conflict, sport 

participants should initially ensure that conflict parties are able to cope with these intense 

experiences before addressing conflict itself (step 1). Multiple strategies have been outlined 

within this thesis, such as venting frustration to third parties, focusing on one’s individual 

tasks or goals, or initially withdrawing from conflict situations to calm down and reflect. 

Sport psychologists may further help to develop specific emotional regulation strategies 

which enable sport participants to stay composed during conflict. One approach scarcely 

mentioned by participants within this study, which has recently received some attention 

within performance sport (e.g., Birrer, Röthlin, & Morgan, 2012; Gardener & Moore, 2004) 
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is the implementation of mindfulness or acceptance-commitment training which may allow 

individuals to defuse from conflict emotions and negative thoughts in order refocus on task-

relevant (problem-solving) behaviours. Mindfulness approaches to conflict have been 

introduced within research on close relationship and were found to improve conflict 

management by reducing emotional stress and increasing communication quality (e.g., 

Barnes, Brown, Krusemark, Campbell, & Rogge, 2007; Burgoon, Berger, & Waldron, 2000; 

Horton-Deutsch & Horton, 2003), and are also thought to increase ethical decision-making 

during conflict (Riskin, 2009).  

On a dyadic level, sport participants are recommended to establish a common 

understanding about the content of a conflict before prematurely searching for possible 

solutions (step 3). Thus, gathering information about and analysing the specific event will 

enable conflict parties to not only treat the symptoms but tackle the core of conflict which in 

turn will prevent future disputes (cf. Rhind & Jowett, 2012b). As this process may provide a 

challenge for the individual conflict parties’ in itself, it may be recommended to seek third 

party help in order to reflect upon personal behaviours, needs and goals that drive the specific 

conflict. Especially during severe conflicts, this phase of exchanging personal needs, hopes 

and expectations (see guidelines for mutual disclosure; cf. Evans et al., 2013; Vealey, 2017) 

to come to a common conflict definition should ideally be guided by skilled individuals in 

order to avoid a further escalation of conflict. Additionally, individuals’ psychological safety 

and wellbeing should be ensured as their vulnerability increases due to the degree of 

openness necessary during these first steps of conflict management. Based on the definition 

of conflict mutually agreeable long-term goals can be (re-)established and allow for 

subsequent solution-focused communication in order to develop specific behavioural 

strategies for goal achievement (step 4a). At times in which no such win-win solution can be 

created, compromises may help to manage conflict constructively short-term (step 4b). 

However, considering that compromises usually lead to lower levels of satisfaction (e.g., 

DeChurch, Haas, & Hamilton, 2007; Greeff & de Bruyne, 2000; Rahim, 2002), they may 

only ‘buy time’ until more acceptable solutions to disagreements can be found. Thus, a 

constant re-evaluation of the implemented strategies and the overall goal is necessary to 

prevent future conflict escalation. Nevertheless, coaches, athletes and sport psychologists 

should acknowledge that not every conflict can be resolved (nor warrants great attention), 

instead individuals should develop personal and dyadic strategies to reduce provocation and 

increase individual management mechanisms. Lastly, the successful management of 

individual disputes may reinforce a culture in which constructive conflict is embraced and 
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dysfunctional conflict minimized. Accordingly, coach-athlete conflict may provide an 

opportunity to facilitate positive change within the wider sport environment (e.g., across 

team/staff members) by 1) emphasizing that it is acceptable to disagree and to address these 

problems openly, 2) by equipping individuals with the necessary skills to cope with the 

emotional, cognitive and behavioural experiences during conflict, 3) by practically 

implementing the contents of psychoeducation (e.g., solution-focused or value-based 

behaviours; interpersonal skills), and 4) by reinforcing the value of interpersonal relationships 

that are based on open communication, trust and respect.  

Nevertheless, a range of ethical concerns need to be taken into considerations, these 

refer particularly to coaches and sport psychologists as the more experienced and often more 

skilled individuals during coach-athlete conflict. Thus, coaches are encouraged to reflect 

upon how their personal experiences (e.g., sports career, upbringing) may affect difficult 

interactions with their athletes (e.g., core beliefs, values), as well as how they may use their 

position of power to avoid/resolve these disputes. Supporting the recent developments within 

performance sports, coaches and sport psychology practitioners are encouraged to be mindful 

of their duty of care for athletes in their role as supervisor and therefore should always 

consider athletes’ wellbeing in the pursuit of high performance (e.g., Grey-Thompson, 2017). 

In that regard, sport psychologists are encouraged to address problematic, potentially 

unethical behaviours with coaches in order to protect athletes’ welfare even though this may 

cause potential conflicts of interests, such as risks to their personal career. Overall, it seems 

that balancing between keeping confidentiality and evoking positive change while not risking 

one’s personal career or others’ safety may provide the greatest challenge to sport 

psychologists working with coaches and athletes who experience serious conflict. Although 

there are no general behavioural guidelines to these dilemmas, sport psychologists should 

approach coach-athlete conflict with the best interest of the involved individuals at heart. 

6.4. Limitations and Future Research Avenues 

The above provided implications for research and practice need to be considered 

within the scope of the limitations of the conducted research. These limitations relate to the 

individual characteristics of the samples and sample size, as well as to methodological 

concerns and will be discussed in the light of future research recommendations. While several 

research avenues have already been acknowledged within the previous chapters, 

recommendation here relate to the particular limitations presented. 
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Firstly, the current research aimed at establishing a comprehensive understanding of 

coach-athlete conflict within high-performance environments. Therefore, the current research 

does not allow to draw conclusion for other sport settings in which coaches and athletes may 

experience disputes or severe disagreements. Thus, future research should consider 

investigating conflict within recreational or lower level competitive sport, as well as within 

youth development programs. Differences in conflict experiences may, for example, be 

caused by the age/maturity and associated interpersonal skills of the conflict parties, their 

motivation to be involved in sport, or the significance they attribute to the coach-athlete 

relationship. Moreover, research is warranted that systematically investigates a range of 

coach-athlete relationship characteristics, such as length, quality, type or gender composition 

as these have been associated with different conflict experiences (cf. Jowett, 2009; Jackson et 

al., 2011). It may be assumed that the different compositions of relationships between 

coaches and athletes (e.g., gender, dual roles; Jowett & Meek, 2000; Tomlinson & Yorganci, 

1997) lead to different conflict responses and management strategies based on the different 

social dynamics within these relationships (e.g., social norms and values, different conflict 

content). Similarly, conflict should be studied within different cultural settings, including 

sports that may show atypical power relations (e.g., golf, tennis;) or have strong cultural 

traditions (e.g., gymnastics, rugby, martial arts; Cruishank & Collins, 2012; Cruishank et al., 

2013). Thus, while the current studies provide the foundational work that was necessary 

within the area of coach-athlete conflict, there is much scope to explore the particular features 

which will ultimately define context-specific conflict experiences.  

In order to conduct this type of research, a reliable and valid tool assessing 

interpersonal conflict in sport is needed. Such a tool can then stimulate further systematic 

research into the antecedents and outcomes of conflict; longitudinal investigations could 

further expand our understanding of the chronological development of conflict episodes, and 

provide additional information about the occurrence and intensity of conflict during the 

course of a season or in the build-up to major competitions (e.g., Olympic cycles). However, 

considering the short-comings of the presented measurement development study (e.g., 

conceptual misfit between measure and theory, small sample size; outlined in detail in 

chapter 5) initial research efforts are needed to further improve the Interpersonal Conflict in 

Sport Questionnaire. Especially the conflict behaviour subscale requires modifications as its 

items do not seem to be representative enough to assess behavioural responses to conflict. 

Thus, it is recommended to 1) develop and integrate new items which are measuring conflict 

responses more comprehensively, and 2) implement the modified questionnaire within a 
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larger sample of sport participants in order to identify potential variances within the 

subsamples. Moreover, it should be considered to broaden the target of the modified 

questionnaire to interpersonal conflict between any sport participants (e.g., athlete-athlete, 

athlete-staff member) which may facilitate participant recruitment, and widen the field of 

application and thus increase the practicality of the tool. 

Thus, this PhD project aimed at providing a holistic view of coach-athlete conflict, 

however, it only considered the perspective of three stakeholders (i.e., coaches, athlete, sport 

psychology practitioners) within the setting of high performance sport. Results of these 

studies indicate, however, that it may be worth considering other staff members, such as 

performance directors or specialized coaching staff (assistant coaches, strength and 

conditioning; cf. Magnusen, 2010), as well as team/squad members or significant others (e.g., 

family; cf. Smoll, Communig, & Smith, 2011) within this line of research as these have been 

identified as influences on and resources for conflict management. In addition, an 

organisational approach should be considered for future research into interpersonal conflict 

within sport settings which would promote an understanding of conflict experiences with or 

between these stakeholders. Such an approach would further enable researchers to investigate 

potential influences of single conflict events on the wider team environment.  

Additional concerns relate to the methods employed to study coach-athlete conflict 

within this PhD project. Thus, all studies relied on volunteers’ self-reports on conflict 

experiences which may cause sample biases in regards who volunteered and what was/not 

talked about. Accordingly, the present studies might have missed out on sport participants 

with significant conflict experience who were not willing to take part in this research due to 

the sensitivity or perceived taboo of the topic. Moreover, participants’ reports depended on 

individuals’ memories and self-awareness, as well as and their intentions behind providing or 

sparing specific aspects of conflict in regards to impression management as it has been 

observed within other sport psychology studies (e.g., self-serving bias; Bourgeois, Loss, 

Meyers, & Le Unes, 2003; Chesterfield, Potrac, & Jones, 2010; discussed also in chapter 5). 

To neutralize some of these concerns, future research may consider using different or 

multiple methods of data collection, such as observations, scenarios, diary studies or dyadic 

assessments of the same conflict incident (e.g., Fraley & Hudson, 2014; Sanford, 2007). A 

dyadic approach to conflict research should be especially favoured as there is some evidence 

within the current studies that conflict parties may have very different perceptions about the 

same event (e.g., based on conflict attributions or goals).  
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Thus, the reliance upon only one conflict parties’ perspective may prove to be a 

significant limitation of the current studies especially in regards to examining conflict 

management and consequences. Thus, considering the different perceptions coaches and 

athletes may be necessary to reliably identify constructive conflict management approaches 

as 1) conflict management is a reciprocal process which is shaped by the interaction of both 

conflict partners’ management strategies, and 2) the success of such management attempts 

may be viewed differently by the involved individuals, for example, in win-lose situations. 

Similarly, athletes and coaches’ experiences should be taken into account when investigating 

sport psychology practitioners’ roles in preventing and managing interpersonal conflict 

within sport settings. Such research may not only help to evaluate the effectiveness of widely 

established conflict management practices within the specific context of sport (e.g., 

mediation), but also contribute to the development of effective sport psychology interventions 

by inquiring about coaches and athletes’ needs and expectations in regards relationship 

management. Overall, findings from this research may help to overcome the barriers 

described by sport psychology practitioners within the second study. 

Thus, while the current studies also aimed at developing an understanding of how 

coach-athlete conflict may be best prevented or managed, applied research is warranted that 

examines the effectiveness of interventions aiming at preventing and managing conflict. 

Thus, experimental interventions studies may be conducted in which staff members and/or 

athletes of an experimental group receive conflict-specific psychoeducation and training, 

whereas control groups receive traditional team building or leadership interventions. 

Alternatively, case studies may be deemed appropriate to investigate specific conflict 

management or cultural change interventions during acute/chronic conflict (e.g., Brown & 

Fletcher, 2017; for an overview of sport psychology interventions).  

6.5. Final Thoughts 

Conflict within the context of relationships as they unfold in sport has been an area of 

limited research and as such offers great scope for concerted research endeavours. This thesis 

contributed to the development of this area by developing a fundamental knowledge and 

understanding of interpersonal conflict as this pertains between coach and athletes. Overall, 

this research provided initial evidence about the determinants to and consequences of conflict 

while highlighting the emotional, cognitive and behavioural responses of coaches and athletes 

who experienced conflict. The present thesis expands the limited literature available by 

offering both a definition and a comprehensive framework of coach-athlete conflict. It is 
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expected that this conceptual basis of interpersonal conflict in sport would provide the 

necessary impetus for more research in this area. In addition, the research contained in this 

thesis further extends existing guidelines aiming at enhancing not only the quality of coach-

athlete relationships but also communication, leadership and group dynamics through the 

engagement in constructive conflict management strategies. Interpersonal conflict for the 

broad sport psychology literature has theoretical, empirical and practical significance. From a 

practical point of view, this thesis forwarded practical recommendations that focus on 

effective prevention and management of interpersonal conflict for coaches, athletes and sport 

psychology practitioners.  

This thesis has unravelled that conflict, while traditionally perceived as negative, can 

be a positive phenomenon and experience as it offers an opportunity to coaches and athletes 

to develop and grow separately and together. However, it has also been shown that 

constructive engagement with conflict is more likely to occur when coaches and athletes find 

themselves within a safe environment. Creating a safe and effective environment allows them 

to express their needs and share expectations, and offers support and guidance all of which 

are necessary to successfully overcome interpersonal difficulties. While coaches were the 

more likely candidates for the creation of such an environment, it became apparent that 

coaches more often than not need this support themselves. Therefore, the recent events within 

British cycling, para swimming, canoeing, bobsleigh, US gymnastics, German equestrian … 

(the list is long) … should be considered a wake-up call to change the interpersonal dynamics 

in sports, from grassroots up to the elite level. It would seem obvious from the findings of 

this thesis that coaches and athletes do not only need recognize the benefits of close, trusting 

and respectful relationships, but also need to be empowered to form these effective and 

healthy interpersonal bonds by placing them in a performance environment in which personal 

wellbeing and safety are more valued than metal-counts. Thus, I would like to conclude with 

another quote by Carlo Ancelotti who perfectly points out the key element of a healthy 

conflict culture:  

 

Employees should not be scared to tell me the truth. To create such an atmosphere is 

for your own good; it’s not a ‘nice-to-have’ but an essential. 
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Appendix 1: Material for Study 1 
 

Contact email 

 

 
Dear ………………, 

 
My name is Svenja Wachsmuth and I am currently a PhD Research Student at Loughborough 
University (UK).  As part of my project I am investigating interpersonal conflict in coach-
athlete relationships within individual and team sports. I am contacting you as I was hoping 
you might consider participating in my current study as your experience as a [high 
performance athlete/coach] would be of great value to the purpose of my project. Please find 
an information sheet attached to this email and feel free to get in touch for any further 
questions. 

 
Why is it necessary to investigate interpersonal conflict in sport coaching? 

The coach-athlete relationship as well as relationships between athletes are essential 
for high sport performance and individual well-being. Conflicts, disagreements and 
misunderstandings are an inevitable part of these relationships and need to be well 
understood in order to be managed successfully. Nonetheless, they have barely been 
investigated so far.  
 
What is the purpose of the study? 

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the nature of interpersonal 
conflict between coaches and athletes. I am especially interested in the dynamic 
process of conflict and conflict resolution, including experienced emotions, thoughts 
and behaviours. 

 
What does the study include? 

- A short screening (about 5min) 
- An interview (about 60 to 90min; face-to-face or phone/skype) 

 
 
Thank you for taking the time to consider a participation in the study. I am looking forward to 
hearing from you! 
 
With best regards, 
Svenja Wachsmuth, MSc 
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Information sheet and informed consent  

 
  

 
A qualitative investigation of coaches’ and athletes’ experiences of 

interpersonal conflict. 
 

Participant Information Sheet  
 
 
You are being invited to participate in this study, which is part of a PhD research project at 
Loughborough University.  Before you decide, it is important for you to understand why the 
research is being conducted and what it will entail. Please take the time to read the following 
information carefully. Feel free to ask for any clarification or further information on the research. 

 
Who is doing this research? 

This research in being conducted by the PhD Research Student Svenja Wachsmuth, under the 
joint supervision of Dr Sophia Jowett and Dr Chris Harwood of the School of Sport, Exercise and 
Health Sciences of Loughborough University.   
 

What is the purpose of the study? 

We are investigating the experience of interpersonal conflict that occurs between coaches and 
athletes. We are especially interested in the dynamic process of conflict, including associated 
behaviours, emotions and thoughts. 
 

Do you have to take part? 

It is entirely your decision to take part in this study and no negative consequences will occur from 
rejecting the participation. After you have read this information and asked any questions you may 
have we will ask you to complete an Informed Consent Form, however if at any time, before, 
during or after the sessions you wish to withdraw from the study please just contact the main 
investigator. You can withdraw at any time, for any reason and you will not be asked to explain 
your reasons for withdrawing. 

Once the results of the study are aggregated and/or published, it will not be possible to withdraw 
your individual data from the research. 
 

What will happen to you if you choose to take part? What will you have to do? 

You will be asked to take part in a one-to-one in-depth interview at a time and place convenient 
to you. It will last for approximately 60 minutes and consists of a series of questions revolving 
around conflict, disagreement and misunderstandings that you have experienced with your 
coaches during your career. In addition, questions will aim to explore how conflict is related to 
sport performance. The interview will be audio-recorded and the collected audio-material will be 
stored according to the Loughborough University guidelines and is kept confidential at all times 
(http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/ar/policy/dpact /ludpp/#sec6).

What are the possible disadvantages of taking part? 



 

Contact for further information 
 

Svenja Wachsmuth  Dr Sophia Jowett         Dr Chris Harwood 
+44 (0)7584 068776  +44 (0)1509 226331         +44 (0)1509 226342 
S.Wachsmuth@lboro.ac.uk S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk        C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk 

By taking part in this investigation, you will have the opportunity to open up and reveal personal 
issues that may have a negative effect on you and you may experience unhappiness. Should you 
feel that you need advice or help after the interview, we will recommend you suitable services.  
However, be assured that the research is anonymous, confidential and voluntary. 
 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

We hope that participating in this study will be beneficial for you, as it is likely to serve as an 
opportunity to personally reflect on issues that may (or not) have concerned you recently (e.g., 
relationship, communication issues). Please note that advice on gaining help will be offered if 
requested.   
 
What happens when the research study ends? 

If you would like to know the results of the research, we will be happy to send you a report of the 
findings. Once this study ends, you may also be asked to participate in another related study, 
however if you wish not to be contacted please let us know and we will make a note. 
 

What if I am not happy with how the research was conducted? 

No special compensation arrangements are in place in the extreme unlikely case that taking part 
in this research results in any negative effects for you. However, if you wish to discuss or 
complain about any aspect of the study, such as the way you have been approached or treated 
during the course of this study, please contact Dr Sophia Jowett (S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk) or Dr 
Chris Harwood (C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk). 

If you are not happy with how the research was conducted, you may also contact Ms Jackie 
Green, the Secretary for the University’s Ethics Approvals Sub-Committee: 

Research Office, Hazlering Building, Loughborough University, Epinal Way, Loughborough, 
LE11 3TU  

Tel: 01509 222423    Email: J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk 

The University also has a policy relating to Research Misconduct and Whistle Blowing which is 
available online at http://www.lboro.ac.uk/committees/ethics-approvals-human-
participants/additionalinformation/codesofpractice/ .   
 

What will happen to the results of the research study? 

The results will be published as part of a PhD thesis and it is anticipated that the findings will be 
published in a sports or psychology journal. You will be notified of how to obtain results once the 
study is completed. The results may also be presented at conferences. In all instances, no names 
or any other identifying features of participants will appear.   
 

Who has reviewed the study? 

The study has been subject to review by experts in the field and ethical approval has been granted 
by Loughborough University.
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

(To be completed after Participant Information Sheet has been read) 

 
 
The purpose and details of this study have been explained to me.  I 
understand that this study is designed to further scientific knowledge 
and that all procedures have been approved by the Loughborough 
University Ethics Approvals (Human Participants) Sub-Committee. 
 

 
 
Yes o 

 
 
No o 

I have read and understood the information sheet and this consent 
form. 
 

Yes o No o 

I have had an opportunity to ask questions about my participation. 
 

Yes o No o 

I understand that I am under no obligation to take part in the study. 
 

Yes o No o 

I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this study at any 
stage for any reason, and that I will not be required to explain my 
reasons for withdrawing. 
 

 
Yes o 

 
No o 

I understand that all the information I provide will be treated in strict 
confidence and will be kept anonymous and confidential to the 
researchers unless (under the statutory obligations of the agencies 
which the researchers are working with), it is judged that 
confidentiality will have to be breached for the safety of the participant 
or others.  
 

 
 
Yes o 
 

 
 
No o 

I agree to participate in this study. 
 

Yes o No o 

   
   

 
Your name 
 
 

________________________________ 

Your signature 
 

________________________________ 

 
Signature of investigator 
 

 
________________________________ 

 
Date 

 
________________________________ 
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Interview guide/ example for athletes  

 
A qualitative investigation of coaches’ and athletes’ experiences of 

interpersonal conflict. 
 

 

Interview Outline 

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the nature of interpersonal conflict 
between coaches and athletes. During the following interview, I am especially interested 
in thoughts and emotions that you have experienced during conflict, but also behaviours 
that you have shown as a spontaneous reaction to disagreements or to manage conflict.  
 
The information from this study will contribute to my PhD dissertation and will be used to 
write up a research paper to be published in an international peer-reviewed journal. I ensure 
that all information will remain confidential. Any quotes that might be presented within 
the results will be kept anonymous.  
 
The interview will consist of three parts: 

1) An introduction in which I hope to learn more about your personal development as 
a coach/athlete. 

2) A conflict section in which I will ask you questions about a specific conflict event 
in order to open up a more broader conversation of conflict experiences.  

3) A summary of the interview in which you add further information which might not 
have been covered yet.  

 
Please be aware that you can resign from your participation at any time and without stating 
any reasons. You can also decline single questions if you do not feel comfortable 
answering.

Participant Number:  
  
Name:  
 
E-mail: 
 
Organization: 
 
Role in organization: 
 
Interview date: 
 



 

- To be filled in by investigator - 

SCREENING- Interpersonal Conflict in Coach-Athlete Relationships| Athletes 

 

NAME/Code: _____________________________________________________  
         

 
1. Gender: FEMALE         MALE    2. Age: ______ 

 

3. Sport: ______________________________ 

 

4. Sport level (please tick all that apply):  

Club  County    University  National     International 

 

5. How many years of experience do you have in your sport? _____ 

 

6. How much time have you spent with your current coach (in years)? _____ 

 

7. How long have you been in your current team for (if applicable/ in years)? _____ 

 

8. How many hours do you spend in practice/competition during a regular week? _____ 

 

9. Have you ever experienced conflict with your coach/es?  YES    NO 

 

10. If yes, how often did you experience conflict with your main coach during the last year?  

 The majority of practice sessions/ competitions 

 About half of the practice sessions/ competitions 

 Less than half of the practice sessions/ competitions 

 On isolated occasions in practice/ competition 

Almost never/ never 

 



 

- To be filled in by investigator - 

11. Have you ever experienced conflict with your teammates? YES      NO 

 

12. How often did you experience conflict with your teammates during the last year? 

 The majority of practice sessions/ competitions 

 About half of the practice sessions/ competitions 

 Less than half of the practice sessions/ competitions 

 On isolated occasions in practice/ competition 

Almost never/ never 

 

 

 



 

 

INTERVIEW- Interpersonal Conflict in Coach-Athlete Relationships| Athletes 

 

Introduction Section: In the first part I would like to get to know you as an athlete. I’m interested in your career paths as well as things that you 
value in your relationships to coaches or with other athletes.  

Main question Potential probes Purpose/ expectations 

 
1. What has your development as an 

athlete been so far? 

 
- Why did you start with (sport)?  
- Did you play multiple sports? 
- How did your performance develop? 

 

 

Introduction & rapport building 

 

Getting a feeling for needs and 
expectations: 

- Trust, respect, commitment, 
knowledge 

- Communication processes 
- Common goals 

 

Coaching climate, intra-team 
competition, role expectations, 

communication, etc. 

 
2. What are your ambitions in your sport? 

 
- Short- and long-term goals 

 
3. How important is the coach-athlete 

relationship to you? Why?  

 

 
- What is a good CAR? 
- What are you looking for in a coach?  
- How do you build effective relationships? 

 
4. How important are relationships 

between team mates and how do you 
and your team mates develop these? 

 
- What are good relationships within a team? 
- How are they developed by your teammates and your 

coach? 
- Are they important? Why? 

 

 



 

 

Conflict section: In this section, we will focus specifically on your experience of conflict with coaches. We will start off with a more general 
discussion about what conflict to form a common ground, and then I would like you to recall a specific conflict event which will be used as a 
starting point for further exploration on the topic  

Main question Potential probes Purpose/ expectations 

 
5. What does coach-athlete conflict mean 

to you?   
 
 

 
- What do you understand when athletes refer to 

conflict that occurs with coaches? 
 

 

Understanding what participant 
perceives as conflict; stimulating 

recall for further interview 
 

6. What is conflict with your coaches 
generally about?  
 

 
- sport  
- non-sport  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Instruction to participant: Please take a minute to think back to a situation in which you experienced conflict with your coach? Can you find a 
specific event that you recall vividly? 

Main question Potential probes Purpose/ expectations 

 
7. What was this conflict about? 

 

 
- What was the topic? 
- Why did the conflict take place? 

 

 

 
8. How would you describe your 

relationship with this coach before 
the conflict? 
 

 
- How long have you been working together? How close? 

How committed? 

 

Explore interpersonal aspects of 
conflict determinants 

 
9. What were the circumstances in 

which the conflict arose? 

 
- Where? 
- When? 
- Trigger events/ catalysts?  
- Communication before conflict? 
 

 

Specific situation or immediate build 
up to conflict 

 
10. What was the nature of the conflict 

episode? How did you perceive the 
conflict? 

 
- How long did the whole conflict last? 
- How intense/ influential/ important was the conflict? 
- How did the conflict make you feel?  
- What were you thinking about?  
- What did you do?  
- How did you communicate during the conflict? 
- How did your coach react? 
- How were you influenced by your coach’s behavior? 

 

 

Creating holistic, detailed 
understanding of this conflict event 



 

 

 
11. How did the conflict affect you? 

 
- Performance 
- Motivation 
- Well-being 
- Relationships 
 
 

 

Short-/long-term 

Positive/neutral/negative 

 

 

 
12. How did the conflict affect the coach? 

 
- Performance 
- Motivation 
- Well-being 
- Relationships 

 
 

13. How did the conflict affect the team/ 
other athletes? 

 
-  Performance 
- Motivation 
- Well-being 
- Relationships 

 
14. How was the conflict managed? 

 
- Was it resolved? How? 
- Did you seek help?  

- Who and what did this person do? 
 

 

  

 
15. What happened after the conflict? 

 
- Long-term effects of the conflict 
- How did the relationship develop? 
- What was the influence on your performance/ 

motivation? 
 

 



 

 

Besides this one specific situation… 

Main question Potential probe Purpose/ expectations  

 
16. Have you experienced conflict with 

a coach that was not resolved? 
What happened? 

 
- Why was it not resolved? 
- How did you work with another? 
- What should have been done? 
 

 

Not focusing on one conflict, but 
exploring various examples 

 

 

 

 

 
17. What do you think is the coaches’ 

role in resolving conflict with 
athletes? 

 
- If the conflict is triggered by the coach’s behavior 
- If the conflict is due to the athlete’s behavior  

 
18. Do you seek help if a conflict with 

your coach seems irresolvable?  
 

 
- Where do you seek support? 
- How do you seek support? 
- What is the support that you hope for? 

 
19. In your experience, what types of 

conflict are more severe in terms of 
intensity and duration and 
consequences?  

 
- How do you seek support? 
- What is the support that you hope for? 
-     Who supports you? 

 
20. How do you try to prevent conflict with 

your coach? 
 

 
- What role plays a good CAR? 
- How do you set goals/ strategies? 
- What mutual norms/ expectations do you have? 

 

 



 

 

 
21. Which characteristics of your coaches 

contribute to an onset of conflict? 
 

 
- How does your coaches’ personality influence an onset 

of conflict? 
- What leadership style may promote/ inhibit conflict 

onsets? 
- How may the competence of your coach play a role in 

the onset of conflict? 

 

 

 

 

 
22. Which characteristics of yourself 

contribute to an onset of conflict? 
 

 
- How do your personality/characteristics influence an 

onset of conflict? 
- In what way do you think coaches’ and athletes’ 

characteristics need to be compatible? 

 
23. Which external factors may play a role 

in the onset of conflict?  
 

 
- What role do parents or agents play in building 

relationships/ solving conflict? 
- How may sport organizations influence an onset of 

conflict? 
- How might media impact your interaction with your 

coach? 

 
24. What are other typical behaviors that you show during conflict?  

(Except the ones mentioned before)  

 
25. How do you think conflicts with other 

athletes may or may not differ from 
those with coaches? 

 
- Different topics? 
- Different intensity? 
- Different management? 
- What may be the coaches’ role? 

 

 

explore 



 

 

 
26. Can you tell me about a situation in 

which conflict led to positive outcomes?  

 
- How did you deal with the conflict?  
- Did you do anything differently to promote a positive 

outcome? 

 

Self-reflection 

 

Closing Section: Is there anything important that has not been covered yet? Anything you would like to add or suggest? … 
 
Notes/ observations: 



 

Contact for further information 
 

Svenja Wachsmuth  Dr Sophia Jowett         Dr Chris Harwood 
+44 (0)7584 068776  +44 (0)1509 226331         +44 (0)1509 226342 
S.Wachsmuth@lboro.ac.uk S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk        C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk 

Appendix 2: Material for Study 2 
 

Information sheet 
 
 
 

Sport Psychologists' Role in Maximizing the Effectiveness of 
Coach-Athlete Interactions  

 
Participant Information Sheet  

 
 
You are being invited to participate in a study that is part of a PhD research project at Loughborough 
University. Please take the time to read the following information carefully as it provides detail about 
what the study involves. Feel free to ask for any clarification or further information on the research. 
 

Who is doing this research? 

This research in being conducted by the PhD Research Student Svenja Wachsmuth under the joint 
supervision of Dr Sophia Jowett and Dr Chris Harwood of the School of Sport, Exercise and Health 
Sciences of Loughborough University.   
 

What is the purpose of the study? 

The purpose of this study is to investigate sport psychologists’ approaches to the work with coach-
athlete dyads. We are especially interested in skills/ characteristics coaches and athletes should possess 
to effectively prevent and manage conflict, as well as methods sport psychologists use to develop 
these. Further, we aim to explore SPs’ role in managing conflict between coaches and athletes and 
barriers they may have to face. 
 

Do you have to take part? 

It is entirely your decision to take part in this study and no negative consequences will occur from 
rejecting the participation. After you have read this information and asked any questions you may 
have, we will ask you to complete an Informed Consent Form, however, if at any time, before, during 
or after the interview you wish to withdraw from the study please just contact the main investigator. 
You can withdraw at any time, for any reason and you will not be asked to explain your reasons for 
withdrawing.Once the results of the study are aggregated and/or published, it will not be possible to 
withdraw your individual data from the research. 
 

What will happen to you if you choose to take part? What will you have to do? 

You will be asked to take part in a one-to-one interview at a time and place convenient to you. It will 
last for approximately 60 minutes and consists of a series of questions revolving around your role as a 
sport psychology practitioner when working with coach-athlete dyads. We are interested in exploring 
your methods and approaches that facilitate relationship effectiveness and the prevention/ management 
of interpersonal conflict. The interview will be audio-recorded and the collected audio-material will be 
stored according to the Loughborough University guidelines and is kept confidential at all times 
(http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/ar/policy/dpact /ludpp/#sec6). 

 

What are the possible disadvantages of taking part? 



 

Contact for further information 
 

Svenja Wachsmuth  Dr Sophia Jowett         Dr Chris Harwood 
+44 (0)7584 068776  +44 (0)1509 226331         +44 (0)1509 226342 
S.Wachsmuth@lboro.ac.uk S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk        C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk 

By taking part in this investigation you will have the opportunity to open up and reveal professional 
and personal issues that may have a negative effect on you and you may experience unhappiness. 
However, be assured that the research is anonymous, confidential and voluntary. 
 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

We hope that participating in this study will be beneficial for you, as it is likely to serve as an 
opportunity to personally reflect on issues that may (or not) have concerned you professionally, either 
in the past or recently (e.g., relationship, communication issues).  
 

What happens when the research study ends? 

If you would like to know the results of the research, we will be happy to send you a report of the 
findings. Once this study ends, you may also be asked to participate in another related study, however, 
if you wish not to be contacted please let us know and we will make a note. 
 

What if I am not happy with how the research was conducted? 

No special compensation arrangements are in place in the extreme unlikely case that taking part in this 
research results in any negative effects for you. However, if you wish to discuss or complain about any 
aspect of the study, such as the way you have been approached or treated during the course of this 
study, please contact Dr Sophia Jowett (S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk) or Dr Chris Harwood 
(C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk). 

If you are not happy with how the research was conducted, you may also contact Ms Jackie Green, 
the Secretary for the University’s Ethics Approvals Sub-Committee: 

 
Research Office, Hazlering Building, Loughborough University, Epinal Way, Loughborough, LE11 3TU  

Email: J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk   Tel: 01509 222423  

 
The University also has a policy relating to Research Misconduct and Whistle Blowing which is 
available online at http://www.lboro.ac.uk/committees/ethics-approvals-human-
participants/additionalinformation/codesofpractice/ .   
 
What will happen to the results of the research study? 

The results will be published as part of a PhD thesis and it is anticipated that the findings will be 
published in a sports or psychology journal. You will be notified of how to obtain results once the 
study is completed. The results may also be presented at conferences. In all instances, no names or any 
other identifying features of participants will appear.   
 

Who has reviewed the study? 

The study has been subject to review by experts in the field and ethical approval has been granted by 
Loughborough University. 
 
 

Thank you for considering a participation in this study. 
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Informed consent/ bilingual 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

(to be completed after Participant Information Sheet has been read) 

 
 
Taking Part / Teilnahme                                                                                                                 Please 
tick box 
 
The purpose and details of this study have been explained to me.  I understand that 
this study is designed to further scientific knowledge and that all procedures have been 
approved by the Loughborough University Ethics Approvals (Human Participants) 
Sub-Committee.  
 

Zweck und Ablauf der Studie wurden mir erklärt und ich verstehe, dass sie zu einem 
Wissenserwerb beiträgt. Die Studie wurde von der Ethikkommission der Universität 
Loughborough genehmigt.  
 
  
I have read and understood the information sheet and this consent form. 
 

Ich habe das Informationsblatt und die Einverständniserklärung gelesen und 
verstanden. 
 
 

I have had an opportunity to ask questions about my participation.  
 

Ich hatte die Gelegenheit Fragen über meine Teilnahmne zu stellen. 
 
  
I understand that I am under no obligation to take part in the study, have the right to 
withdraw from this study at any stage for any reason, and will not be required to 
explain my reasons for withdrawing. 
 

Ich verstehe, dass ich nicht daran gebunden bin an dieser Studie teilzunehmen und sie 
jederzeit ohne Angabe von Gründen abbrechen kann. 
 
  
I agree to take part in this study. Taking part in the project will include being 
interviewed and recorded (audio or video). 
 

Ich erkläre mich damit einverstanden, an dieser Studie teilzunehmen und bin mir 
bewusst, dass das Interview aufgezeichnet wird.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(nächste Seite) 
 
 
Use of Information/ Nutzung der Daten 
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I understand that all the personal information I provide will be treated in strict 
confidence and will be kept anonymous and confidential to the researchers unless 
(under the statutory obligations of the agencies which the researchers are working 
with), it is judged that confidentiality will have to be breached for the safety of the 
participant or others or for audit by regulatory authorities.  
 

Ich verstehe, dass meine persönlichen Informationen vertraulich behandelt werden 
und meine Anonymität zu jeder Zeit gewahrt wird. Ausnahmen ergeben sich, wenn die 
Sicherheit des Teilnehmers oder anderer Personen gefährdet ist, oder eine Prüfung 
durch die entsprechenden offiziellen Behörden erfolgt. (Im Rahmen der Richtlinien 
der Universität) 
 
  
I understand that anonymised quotes may be used in publications, reports, web pages, 
and other research outputs. 
 

Ich erkläre mich damit einverstanden, dass anonymisierte Zitate in Publikationen, 
Berichten, auf Webseiten und in anderen wissenschaftlichen Veröffentlichungen 
verwendet werden.  
 
  
I agree for the data I provide to be securely archived at the end of the project.  
 

Ich erkläre mich damit einverstanden, dass meine Daten nach Ende der Studie unter 
den Vorschriften der Institution sicher archiviert werden.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________ _____________________ ________  
Name of participant [printed] Signature               Date 
Name des Teilnehmers   Unterschrift   Datum 
 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________ _____________________ ________ 
Svenja Wachsmuth   S. Wachsmuth   
Researcher    Signature                  Date 
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Interview guide/ English version 
 
 
Sport Psychologists' Role in Maximizing the Effectiveness of Coach-Athlete Interactions  

 
 

Demographic Data 
 
 
 
 
 

Participant: ________________________________ 
 
 
 

1. Gender: ___________  2. Age: ______ 3. Ethnicity: ______________ 
 
 
 
4. Qualification: ______________________________ 
 
 
 
5. How many years of experience do you have as a sport psychology practitioner? _______ 
 
 
 
6. Nature of Work: __________________________________________________________ 
 
 
7. Additional Notes: _________________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Introduction: The following interview contains questions concerning how Sport Psychologists (SP’s) deal with the occurrence of conflict between 
the coach and athlete. The interview guide consists of a series of open questions which allow for exploration of the perceptions, experiences, and 
anecdotal instances of SP’s within the CAR during conflict. 
 
 
 
Introduction/ Einleitung  
 
 
1 

 
Can you describe your development as a sport psychologist? What is your 
background? What drives you? 
 

 

 

 
2 

 
 
What is your philosophy as a SP? How do you approach your work with your 
clients?  
 

 
 

What are core values that you align with? 
 

 
3 

 
What are your views about the significance of the coach-athlete relationships?  
 

 

 
4 

 
In situations of conflict or disagreement/ in the work with coach-athlete dyads, 
how do you see your values/ approaches being challenged or assisting you in 
your work? 
 

 
Notes: 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Conflict/ setting the scene 
 
 
5 

 
How do you understand conflict in the coach-athlete relationship? What does 
conflict mean to you? 
 

 
 

 
6 

 
What do you see as the main cause(s) of conflict in CAR? 
 

 
7 

 
What different conflicts between coaches/athletes have you experienced in your 
work as a SP? 
 

 
8 

 
Can you tell me about a conflict that you remember details of?  
 

 

 
Let them tell the story and ask for details afterwards 

 
- Who was responsible for the onset of conflict? 
- Did you intervene in the conflict? Why/not? 
- What did you do? Which strategies did you use? 
- Did the conflict escalate? How and why? 
- Was the conflict resolved? How? 
- Do you believe the conflict influenced the 

performance of the athlete/coach? 
- Do you believe the conflict influenced the CAR? 

 
 
Notes: 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
SPP’s role in conflict 
 
 
9 

 
How does conflict affect the relationship and performance? 

 
 

 
10 

 
Can you prevent conflict in CARs? How would you/do you try to prevent 
conflict before or as it begins to arise within the C-AR? 
 
 

 
11 

 
What are the most important/key skills, traits, approaches that a coach and/or 
athlete may possess to avoid the onset of, or reduce ongoing conflict? 
 

 
12 

 
How do you aim to develop them? Do you? 
 
What methods do you/would you employ to prevent or manage conflict?  
 
 

 
13 

 
Who is responsible for managing conflict within the coach-athlete relationship? 
 
 

 
14 
 

 
As a Sport Psychologist, how would you initially identify incidences of conflict 
between a coach and an athlete? 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
15 
 

 
What is/would be your role during an episode of ongoing conflict between a 
coach and athlete? 
 
 

 
- How would you approach each member of the CAR 

after identifying potential conflict? 
- What would you do if one/ all of the members of the 

CAR failed to recognise conflict had arisen? 
- How do you manage conflict in CARs? 
- How do you mediate episodes of conflict? Do you let 

them play out, then intervene after? Do you Intervene 
during the conflict episode? Do you remain neutral 
and passive throughout the entire episode? 

 
 
Challenges & Barriers 
 
 
16 

 
How would you/do you deal with conflict between a coach and athlete of with 
you just started working with? 
 

 
- How would that be different if conflict arises in a 

CAR with who you’ve been working before? 
 

 
17 
 

 
What would you do if one or all of the CAR members refused to participate in 
attempts to remove/reduce conflict? 
 

 

 
18 
 

 
What do you do if you only work with one of the conflict parties? 
 

 
19 

 
What ethical issues have you come across when working with coach-athlete 
dyads in conflict? 
 

 
20 

 
Are there conflicts in which you would not get involved? 
 



 

 

 
21 

 
In cases of extreme conflict, unfair treatment, or abuse, how would you 
intervene in the situation? 
 

 

 
Reflections & Closing remarks 
 
 
22 

 
How would you reflect on your own experiences/actions during conflict 
between a coach/athlete? 
 

 
- Does conflict pose an important aspect in your 

consultancy work 

 
23 

 
Do you feel your training (BPS Stage 2) and/or experience to date prepared you 
to deal with conflict, within the coach/athlete dyad? 
 

 
- What else helped you deal with conflict? 

 
24 

 
What more is needed to increase SP’s competencies in this area/ to deal with 
conflict? 
 

 

 
25 

 
Where do you think the research on conflict should go within sports? What 
would be valuable for SP practitioners and coach/athlete education? 
 

 
26 

 
Is there anything else that hasn’t been covered yet? 
 

 
Notes: 
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Appendix 3: Material for Study 3 
 

Part I: Item evaluation form/ Example 

 

The Review Process 
 
Please consider each item of the dimension Behavioural Reactions to Conflict of the 
Interpersonal Conflict in Sport Questionnaire (ICS-Q) and evaluate it according to the quality 
attributes below. Rate each item from 1 to 5 (1 = not appropriate at all, 5 = highly 
appropriate). You can add further comments in the space below each item. 
 
Content Validity: Does the item obviously address the specific subscale?  
Relevance: How relevant is the question to the specific subscale? 
Clarity: Is the question easy to understand, clear and unambiguous? 
Tone: Is the tone of the question suitable and not patronising, unethical, or insulting? 
Level: Is the wording of the questionnaire suitable for the linguistic ability, education, interest 
and intellectual capacity of the target population (athletes/ coaches > 16 years of age). 
 
Finally, the document provides you with a sample of the final layout of the questionnaire. We 
would greatly value your comments on a few questions. 
 
 
 
Background: Interpersonal Conflict in Coach-Athlete Relationships 
 
 
„Interpersonal conflict is a situation in which relationship partners perceive a disagreement 

about, e.g., values, needs, opinions or objectives that is manifested through negative 
cognitive, affective and behavioural reactions.“   

 
 
 

Behavioural Reactions to Conflict cover actions related to the ongoing conflict, such as 
withdrawal (behaviours that aim at gaining distance from the conflict or conflict partner), 
escalating (behaviours that intensify or prolong the conflict), and problem-oriented 
behaviours (e.g., functional reactions aiming at regulating conflict and possibly leading to an 
initiation of conflict management). 
 
 
Instruction to athlete/ coach 
 
In this part of the questionnaire we are interested in your immediate behavioural responses to 
conflict. Please indicate on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 6 (very), to which degree you 
demonstrate the following behaviours during conflict.  
 “During the conflict with my coach/ athlete, …”



 

 

Interpersonal Conflict in Sport Questionnaire – Behavioural Reactions to Conflict. 

Nr During the conflict with my coach/athlete… Content 
Validity Relevance Clarity Tone Level 

1 I shouted at my coach/athlete.  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

2 I answered back to my coach/athlete.  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

3 I refused to do what was expected from me. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

4 I cried. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  

 

5 I did not let my coach/athlete speak up. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  

 

6 I insulted my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  

 



 

 

Nr During the conflict with my coach/athlete… Content 
Validity 

Relevance Clarity Tone Level 

7 I made irrational claims/ statements.  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

8 I was aggressive.  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

9 I was sarcastic towards my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

10 
I was not responsive to the needs/expectations of my 
coach/ athlete (e.g., training effort). 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

11 
I did not try as hard as I would if there was no 
conflict. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  

 

12 I was hostile to my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 



 

 

Nr During the conflict with my coach/athlete… Content 
Validity 

Relevance Clarity Tone Level 

13 I threatened my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

14 I talked behind my coach’s/athlete’s back. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

15 I criticized my coach/ athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

16 I blamed my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

17 I became quiet.  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

18 
I was reluctant to express my view to my coach/ 
athlete. 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 



 

 

Nr During the conflict with my coach/athlete… Content 
Validity 

Relevance Clarity Tone Level 

19 I tried to gain distance from my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

20 I withdrew from the situation. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

21 
I struggle to share my thoughts with my coach/ 
athlete. 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

22 I avoided my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

23 I ignored my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

24 I found it difficult to discuss our disagreements. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 



 

 

Nr During the conflict with my coach/athlete… Content 
Validity 

Relevance Clarity Tone Level 

25 I stormed off.  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

26 I walked away. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

27 I only talked about other topics with my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

28 I barely could say anything to my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

29 I did not attend practice. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

30 
I did not want to be in the same room with my 
coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 



 

 

Nr During the conflict with my coach/athlete… Content 
Validity 

Relevance Clarity Tone Level 

31 I suggested a solution for the problem.  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

32 I tried to explain my position. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

33 I asked my coach/athlete to explain their position. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 
 

34 I attempted to discuss our differences. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

35 
I tried to regulate my emotions (e.g., by calming down 
or defusing the situation) 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  

 

36 I showed that I cared about my coach/athlete. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 



 

 

Nr During the conflict with my coach/athlete… Content 
Validity 

Relevance Clarity Tone Level 

37 I listened to what my coach/athlete had to say. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

38 I took some of the responsibility. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments: 
 

39 I acknowledged my coach’s/athlete’s feelings. 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
 

40 
I tried to regulate my coach’s/ athlete’s emotions. 
(e.g., calming them down, being understanding, or 
helping them feel more positive) 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Comments:  
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Survey Layout (online): 
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Final Comments: 
 
1. Are the instructions preceding the questionnaire easy to understand?  

 

2. Are the instructions preceding the subscale easy to understand? 

 

3. Is the layout of the questionnaire appropriate? 

 

4. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thank you for your support! 



 

Contact for further information 
 

Svenja Wachsmuth  Dr Sophia Jowett         Dr Chris Harwood 
+44 (0)7584 068776  +44 (0)1509 226331         +44 (0)1509 226342 
S.Wachsmuth@lboro.ac.uk S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk        C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk 

Part II: Information sheet/ Example 

 

 
  

Development and validation of an instrument assessing conflict in 

sports: The Interpersonal Conflict in Sport Questionnaire  
 
 
You are invited to participate in a study which is part of a PhD research project at Loughborough 
University. Before you decide about a potential participation, it is important that you take the time 
to read this information in order to understand why the research is being conducted and what it 
will entail. Feel free to ask for any clarification or further information on the research. 

 
Who is doing this research? 

This research is being conducted by the PhD Research Student Svenja Wachsmuth, and 
supervised by Dr Sophia Jowett and Dr Chris Harwood of the School of Sport, Exercise and 
Health Sciences at Loughborough University (UK). 
 

What is the purpose of the study? 

Our current study is aiming at validating a questionnaire that measures emotional, cognitive and 
behavioural responses to interpersonal conflict. We hope this research can contribute to evidence-
based approach to conflict management within sports coaching. 
 

Do you have to take part? 

It is entirely your decision to take part in this study and no negative consequences will occur from 
rejecting the participation. After you have read this information and asked any questions you may 
have we will ask you to complete an Informed Consent Form, however, if at any time, before, 
during or after the session you wish to withdraw from the study please just contact the main 
investigator. You can withdraw at any time, for any reason and you will not be asked to explain 
your reasons for withdrawing. 

Once the results of the study are aggregated and/or published, it will not be possible to withdraw 
your individual data from the research. 
 

What will happen to you if you choose to take part? What will you have to do? 

You/ your team will be asked to fill in a survey, either as an online or paper-pencil version. This 
will take approximately 7 minutes. Questions will focus on your emotional and behavioural 
experiences of conflict, as well as thoughts you might have had. The collected material will be 
stored according to the Loughborough University guidelines and is kept confidential at all times 
(http://www.lboro.ac.uk/admin/ar/policy/dpact /ludpp/#sec6). 



 

Contact for further information 
 

Svenja Wachsmuth  Dr Sophia Jowett         Dr Chris Harwood 
+44 (0)7584 068776  +44 (0)1509 226331         +44 (0)1509 226342 
S.Wachsmuth@lboro.ac.uk S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk        C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk 

How do I benefit from this study? 

This study provides you with an opportunity to reflect on your interactions with your coach/ athletes. 
Self-reflection is a strong tool that enables you to recognize your strengths and areas for improvement, 
and therefore is the first step to optimize your coach-athlete interactions. If you are interested in our 
research on conflict, we are happy to provide you with a report of our findings.  

 

What happens when the research study ends? 

If you would like to know the results of the research, we will be happy to send you a report of the 
findings.  
 

What if I am not happy with how the research was conducted? 

No special compensation arrangements are in place in the extreme unlikely case that taking part in this 
research results in any negative effects for you. However, if you wish to discuss or complain about any 
aspect of the study, such as the way you have been approached or treated during the course of this 
study, please contact Dr Sophia Jowett (S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk) or Dr Chris Harwood 
(C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk). 

If you are not happy with how the research was conducted, you may also contact Ms Jackie Green, 
the Secretary for the University’s Ethics Approvals Sub-Committee: 

 
Research Office, Hazlering Building, Loughborough University, Epinal Way, Loughborough, LE11 3TU  

Email: J.A.Green@lboro.ac.uk   Tel: 01509 222423  

 
The University also has a policy relating to Research Misconduct and Whistle Blowing which is 
available online at http://www.lboro.ac.uk/committees/ethics-approvals-human-
participants/additionalinformation/codesofpractice/ .   
 
What will happen to the results of the research study? 

The results will be published as part of a PhD thesis and it is anticipated that the findings will be 
published in a sports or psychology journal. You will be notified of how to obtain results once the 
study is completed. The results may also be presented at conferences. In all instances, no names or any 
other identifying features of participants will appear.   
 

Who has reviewed the study? 

The study has been subject to review by experts in the field and ethical approval has been granted by 
Loughborough University. 
 
 

Thank you for considering a participation in this study. 
 



 

Contact for further information 
 

Svenja Wachsmuth  Dr Sophia Jowett         Dr Chris Harwood 
+44 (0)7584 068776  +44 (0)1509 226331         +44 (0)1509 226342 
S.Wachsmuth@lboro.ac.uk S.Jowett@lboro.ac.uk        C.G.Harwood@lboro.ac.uk 

Part II: Recruitment poster/ Example  

 

Ever experienced conflicts or  
disagreements with your athletes/coaches?  

 
Support our current study! 

 
 
 
 

Our current study is aiming at validating a questionnaire that measures 
emotional, cognitive and behavioural responses to interpersonal conflict. We 

hope that this work will contribute to the assessment and development of 
constructive approaches to conflict management within sport relationships. 

 
How do I benefit from this study?  
This study provides you the opportunity to reflect on your 
interactions with your coach/ athletes. Self-reflection is a strong 
tool that enables you to recognize your strengths and areas for 
improvement, and therefore is the first step to optimize your 
coach-athlete interactions. 

If you are interested in our research on coach-athlete conflict, 
please get in touch and we can provide you with further 
information and practical reports on the topic!  

 
Who is doing this research? 
This research in being conducted by the PhD Student Svenja Wachsmuth, under the joint supervision 
of Dr Sophia Jowett and Dr Chris Harwood, School of Sport, Exercise and Health Sciences of 
Loughborough University.  Please feel free to contact Svenja via S.Wachsmuth@lboro.ac.uk if you 
have any further questions or comments. 

 
What will happen to you if you choose to take part? What will you have to do? 
Please follow the link provided below which will take you to the survey. Completing the online form 
will take about 7 minutes. The collected material will be stored according to the Loughborough 
University guidelines and is kept confidential at all times. 

 
Online survey: https://loughboroughssehs.eu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_8wUd01ZyySK70l7 
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Part II: Recruitment blog post, for example, published via the website of SSEHS  

 
A study on conflict responses in 

coach-athlete relationships. 
 

Svenja Wachsmuth, Dr Sophia Jowett, & Dr Chris Harwood 
Loughborough University 

 
Study Background:  
 
Conflict is not a liability but an opportunity for development and growth. 
 
A team of researchers from the School of Sport, Exercise and Health Sciences are conducting 
a study that aims to investigate the role of conflict in the coach-athlete relationship and its 
impact on sport performance and well-being. Conflicts, disagreements and misunderstandings 
are an inevitable part of relationships. While conflict is generally viewed as negative, it can in 
fact have positive consequences if managed constructively: 
 

• Conflict promotes self-reflection  
• Conflict enhances social skills  
• Conflict provides an opportunity for an open exchange of information that would have 

not been shared otherwise  
• Conflict initiates a productive discussion about the problem itself and may pave a new 

way forward  
• Conflict strengthens relationships and increase mutual trust  

 
However, one of our studies also revealed that if conflict is not managed successfully, it may 
lead to stained and tensed relationships that can negatively impact coaches and athletes’ 
motivation, mood and self-esteem. Conflict is a stressful experience that over time may 
increase the risk for injuries, burnout and performance slumps. In another study, we found 
that coaches and athletes facilitated constructive conflict management by: 
 
Þ Ensuring open channels of communication and sharing topics of conflict early on 
Þ Showing interest in understanding the other’s position and care for the other’s needs  
Þ Preparing for honest, problem-focussed conversations: know what you want to achieve, 

be able to give reasons and flexible to negotiate  
Þ Taking time out because conflicts are best solved when emotions are settled down 
 

Moreover, athletes and coaches emphasized the benefits of establishing a culture in which 
disagreements and disputes would be considered as an expected part of relating, 
communication and interacting. Therefore, individuals did not perceive conflicts as something 
fundamentally negative which needed to be avoided at all costs. In summary, within such 
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culture approaching conflict and managing it constructively reduced stress and other potential 
negative consequences.  

Current study: 
 
In order to establish a sport culture where conflict is viewed as a process from which coaches 
and athletes develop and grow, it is important to raise awareness of what conflict is and how it 
can be managed effectively. Conflict is often the result of a multiplicity of factors, for 
example, unmet role expectations, or under-performance. 
 
The research conducted by Svenja Wachsmuth, Sophia Jowett and Chris Harwood at 
Loughborough University, has revealed that these factors form an environment in which 
conflict manifests itself through coaches’ and athletes’ emotional (e.g., anger), cognitive (e.g., 
blame) and behavioural (e.g., shouting) responses which are likely to determine the further 
process and outcomes of conflict.  
 
Purpose: Therefore, an on-line survey is underway that assesses emotional, cognitive and 
behavioural responses to interpersonal conflict between coaches and athletes. Additionally, in 
this study we explore associations between conflict and such outcome factors as coach-athlete 
relationship quality, satisfaction and confidence. We are also interested whether emotional 
intelligence, i.e. the ability to recognize, understand and manage own and other’s emotions, 
may impact the way conflict is handled. We hope that this work will contribute to the 
development of evidence-based approaches to conflict management within coaching. 
 
 
 
If you are a coach or an athlete and you would like to take part in this study please click 
the link below – completing this on-line survey will take approximately 15 minutes. 
 
 
https://loughboroughssehs.eu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_eu1xCDjBbsCuTml 
 
For more information please contact S.Wachsmuth@lboro.ac.uk 
 
 
For further reading, please refer to: 
Wachsmuth, S., Jowett, S., & Harwood, C. G. (2016). Conflict among athletes and their 
coaches: what is the theory and research so far?. International Review of Sport and Exercise 
Psychology, 10(1), 84-107.  
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Part II: Screenshots of informed consent and questionnaire/ online survey 
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Part II: Informed consent and survey battery/ paper & pencil version 

 
PhD Research Project: Interpersonal Conflict in Coach-Athlete Relationships 

 
 
This survey is part of an ongoing PhD research project at Loughborough University (UK) 
investigating interpersonal conflict in coach-athlete relationships. This study aims to validate 
an instrument to assess immediate reactions to conflict between athletes and their coaches.  

 
The research is conducted by Svenja Wachsmuth, a current PhD Student at Loughborough 
University, and supervised by Dr Sophia Jowett and Dr Chris Harwood. Please do not hesitate 
to get in touch with the main researcher for any further questions or comments. Before 
continuing to the survey, please read the following statements carefully:   
 

Informed Consent: 

• The purpose and details of this study have been explained to me.   
• I understand that this study is designed to further scientific knowledge and that all 

procedures have been approved by the Loughborough University Ethics Approvals 
(Human Participants) Sub-Committee. 

• I have read and understood the information sheet and this consent form. I have had an 
opportunity to ask questions about my participation.  

• I understand that I am under no obligation to take part in the study.  
• I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this study at any stage for any reason, 

and that I will not be required to explain my reasons for withdrawing.  
• I understand that all the information I provide will be treated in strict confidence and will 

be kept anonymous and confidential to the researchers unless (under the statutory 
obligations of the agencies which the researchers are working with), it is judged that 
confidentiality will have to be breached for the safety of the participant or others.    

 

 
Based on the given information I agree to participate in the current study. 
m Yes  
m No  
 
 
 
 
Signature:  ___________________
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Demographic Date 
 
This first section will ask you to provide some personal information which will help us to describe the final 
sample structure of the study. Be assured that all given information will be treated confidentially and kept 
anonymously.  
 
Gender:     Age: ______ 
m Male  
m Female 
 
Ethnicity:     Country of residence: ___________________ 
m Caucasian  
m Black      Nationality: ___________________________ 
m Hispanic  
m Asian  
m Rather not specify  
m Other:  ____________________ 
 
 
Your main sport: _______________ 
 
 
Highest level of sport participation: 
m Recreational  
m Club  
m County 
m Regional 
m University  
m National  
m International  
 
Please indicate: 
 
How many years have you been involved in your sport as an athlete? 
_____________________
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In this section, we are interested in your experiences of conflict/disagreement with your coach/ athlete. We 
understand conflict as a disagreement or dispute between a coach and an athlete (e.g., about values, goals, 
opinions, etc.) that causes: cognitive reactions (e.g., doubt, worry, blaming) emotional reactions (e.g., relief, 
disappointment, frustration) behavioral reactions (e.g., shouting, running away, discussing). Please take a few 
minutes to think back to the most recent incident of conflict that you experienced with your coach/ athlete. 
 

When did you last experience conflict with your coach? 
m I am currently experiencing conflict  
m Less than a month ago  
m Less than 3 months ago  
m Longer than 3 months ago 
m I never experienced conflict with my coach/ athlete  
 

Please indicate how you perceived the 
relationship with your coach before the 
conflict you described: 

Not 
at 
all  

  So 
so   Very 

much 

To what extent could you turn to your coach 
for advice about problems?  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

To what extent could you count on your 
coach for help with a problem?  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

To what extent can you count on your coach 
to help you if a family member very close to 
you died?  

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

If you wanted to do something different in a 
training session, how confident are you that 
your coach would be willing to do 
something with you?  

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

To what extent can you count on your coach 
to listen to you when you are very angry at 
someone else?  

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

To what extent can you really count on your 
coach to distract you from your worries 
when you feel under stress?  

m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

How often do you need to work hard to 
avoid conflict with your coach?  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

How upset does your coach sometimes make 
you feel?  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

How much would you like your coach to 
change?  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

How angry does your coach make you feel?  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

How much do you argue with your coach?   m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

How often does your coach make you feel 
angry? m  m  m  m  m  m  m  
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Please think back to the conflict with your coach that you have described previously 
and indicate to which degree the following statements describe your personal 
experiences during that conflict. 
 

 Not 
at all    So so   Very 

much  

I attempted to discuss our differences.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt upset.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I told myself to accept the situation.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought I was going to lose it (i.e., 
show anger).  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I walked away. m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt sorry for my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I was furious.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt angry.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt calm.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt frustrated. m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I blamed my coach. m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I listened to what my coach had to say.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt resentful.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought my coach was just trying to 
help.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought I was treated unfairly.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt annoyed.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I angrily shouted at my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I was reluctant to express my view to 
my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I was panicking.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt relaxed.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I was aggressive towards my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I wondered whether my coach still 
valued my opinion.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I told myself to stay calm. m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I doubted my skills as an athlete.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt confident.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought “I needed to solve this issue”.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I suggested a solution for the problem.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought negatively about my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  
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I became quiet.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I was sarcastic towards my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt supported.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought there is nothing my coach 
could say or do to make it better.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought my coach was responsible for 
this conflict.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt let down.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I was uncertain about what to do.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought “There is nothing I can do to 
change that situation”.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I ignored my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt optimistic.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I withdrew from the situation.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I tried to explain my position.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I tried to understand my coach. m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt disappointed.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I acknowledged my coach’s feelings.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I wanted my coach to leave me alone. m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I thought this conflict was a rare 
exception.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I was overwhelmed with the situation.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I insulted my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt sad.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I threatened my coach.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I stormed off.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I asked my coach to explain their 
position.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt hurt.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt relieved.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I felt infuriated.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  

I wondered what other people were 
thinking.  m  m  m  m  m  m  m  
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On a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely), how intense was the conflict? _________ 
 
 
How long did the conflict last/ has been ongoing?  
m Less than a day  
m Less than a week 
m Less than a month 
m Less than three months  
 
 
Was the conflict resolved? 
m Yes  
m Not sure  
m No  
 
 
 
Thank you for participating in this study. If you are interested in the final results of this 
study, please enter your email address below: 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 


