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The biggest generator of long-term 

results is learning to do things when 

you don't feel like doing them. 

Discipline is more reliable than 

motivation. 
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The Athlete-Coach Partnership 

A Physical, Mental, and Social Health Perspective 

 

 

by Dr. Bruce Lawrie MSc, PhD Consultant Psychologist 
Director Association of Applied Performance Psychology 
https://www.aappuk.co.uk/index.html 

 

 

 

Positive athlete-coach partnerships are characterized by a common bond that significantly 
enhances sporting success, including a mutual understanding and sharing of words, thoughts, 
emotions, actions, and energy, that is directed towards agreed goals, such as Olympic 
qualification. The athlete-coach partnership is further reinforced by so-called behavioral 
contagion, which involves imitation acts such as when athlete and coach repeat each other's 
moods, emotions, and actions.  
 
Taking the reciprocal nature of the close athlete-coach partnership into account, we recognize 
that the shared demands of functioning within high-pressure performance environments over 
several years can potentially impact the wellbeing of both athlete and coach.  
 
When evaluating how sporting organizations can support the athlete and coach's health, it is 
beneficial to establish a shared understanding of what constitutes health.  
 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), Health is a state of complete physical, 
mental/emotional and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity. 

• Good physical health is connected to physical fitness – being capable of effectively 
performing physical tasks involved in life as well as sport.  

• Mental/emotional health is related to personal wellbeing – such as being confident and 
feeling positive about yourself.  

• Social health also influences wellbeing – feeling optimistic about relationships and 
interactions with other people and the wider world.  

 

 

https://www.aappuk.co.uk/index.html
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Where are We Now? 
 

Fortunately, sports bodies, coaches and athletes are becoming increasingly aware of the 
significance of physical, mental, and social health in influencing an individual's wellbeing.  Much 
to the credit of organizations such as: 

• The United States Olympic and Paralympic Committee's Mental Health Taskforce, which 
supports athletes, coaches, officials and administrator's capacity to address and enhance 
the athlete's wellbeing. 

• Swimming Australia's Athlete Wellbeing and Engagement initiative promotes services and 
resources designed to support the athlete's holistic development, including helping the 
athlete establish the right balance between wellbeing, engagement in activities outside 
of training and competition, and the requirements of elite sport. 

• British Swimming's Mental Health Working group encompasses diving, para-swimming, 
swimming and staff, aims to promote collaborative working to raise awareness of mental 
health and develop proactive strategies to support athletes, coaches and staff.  

 

Challenges Associated with Life Following Sport 
 

Athletes often devote considerable time and energy in pursuit of their sports goals; sacrificing 
life outside their sport to invest several thousand hours functioning within a high-pressure 
performance environment.  When they eventually contemplate ceasing their athlete-coach 
partnership by ‘resigning’ as a performance athlete and plan a transfer to post-sport life, their 
long-standing role within the performance program alters significantly.  
 
The physical, mental/emotional and social behaviors that preoccupied their life over several 
years, as child and adult, face eradication.  They will no longer enjoy the same level of social 
interaction.  The benefits of an athlete-coach relationship and team membership are reduced or 
eliminated.  Training and competition routines markedly alter, their psychological status is 
'undermined', physical fitness levels usually decrease, eating habits may change, and the 'buzz' 
of sports performance ceases.  
 
Consequently, the athlete faces a life-changing void in their physical, mental and social being, 
marked by an 'internal emptiness' that can significantly challenge their psychological equilibrium, 
and trigger an identity crisis, characterized by despair, anxiety and depression.  Fortunately, 
sports organizations and coaches are becoming increasingly aware of the challenges faced by the 
athlete during this stage of their life, and various support measures are in place. 
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What about the Coach? 
 

Coaches face the challenge of 'losing' an athlete with whom they have partnered for several 
years.  Although they may feel pride in both the athlete's accomplishments and their athlete-
coach partnership, coaches often worry about how their athlete will cope with post-sport 
challenges.  
 
Also, we often lack awareness of or fail to address the significant stress-related challenges 
faced by coaches.  Not least because poorly managed stress can inhibit the coach's function on 
several levels, at home, socially etc., and ultimately detract from their capacity to function within 
the athlete-coach partnership. 
 

An Alternative Approach 
 

Other than supporting athletes faced with life after sports challenges, we should heighten 
awareness of the change-related stress faced by both athlete and coach within the everyday 
performance environment, at school, work, socially, in their private lives, and during their life-
journeys.  
 
Life is marked with change – which we tend to resist or fear, prompted by our uncertainty and 
concern of the unknown.  Although many of us strive to avoid it, change permeates our life.  It is 
a constant!  We are unable to prevent change, but we can learn how to manage change more 
effectively.   
 
Performance psychology training should, therefore, feature as an integral part of the 
performance environment aimed at enhancing the athlete and coach's psychological 
development.  In situ psychology input can help athletes and coaches improve their ability to 
manage change, deal with sport and life-related stress, exercise control over their thoughts, 
feelings and behaviors, and influence their wellbeing.  As a result, they learn to attribute success 
to their efforts and skills and appreciate their ability to advance through life with a belief in 
their capacity to manage change-related stress. 

 

How to Do It – The Psychology in Action Model 
 
The Psychology in Action model engages suitably qualified and experienced psychologists as an 
integral part of the sport performance team, to interact with athletes and coaches regularly, 
help them manage the power of their minds, and support all aspects of training and  
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competition, including working to enhance the athlete-coach partnership, both now and in 
preparation for life after sport.    
 
The psychologist can introduce practical, evidence-based psychological self-help techniques, that 
help athletes and coaches manage their thoughts, emotions and behaviors constructively. 
Enhance their internal capacity to cope with change-related stress, strengthen athlete-coach 
partnerships, support the goal attainment process, and reinforce both the athlete and the 
coach’s psychological ability to manage sport and life challenges.  
 
The Psychology in Action model, and recommended Performance Psychology methods, will be discussed in a future 

article. 
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The 8 Kinds of Team Cultures 
by Coach Jeff Janssen 

 

While every culture is unique and different, we can generally categorize a program’s culture 

into eight various kinds.  These eight cultures are primarily defined by how much the leaders 

and team members of the culture value productivity in terms of achieving results and how 

much they value people and relationships.  As you read through the descriptions of each of the 

eight cultures, think about which one best describes your current culture. 

1- Corrosive culture 

A corrosive culture is highly toxic and characterized by a lot of conflict, negativity, frustration, 

cliques, gossiping, distrust, and selfishness.  It is not one that is fun to be around, and the 

turmoil and tension off the pool deck almost surely affects the team during competition. 

From a relationship standpoint, the team is full of cliques that divide, distract, and destroy the 

team.  Rather than battling your opponents, your athletes spend more time fighting each other 

and the coaching staff because there is little trust.  No one is on the same page, working 

toward the same goal.  

From a results standpoint, people become apathetic or even resistant toward the team’s 

stated goals because they lose respect for their coaches or teammates.  In corrosive cultures, 

there is a lot of selfishness.  In such a hostile and dysfunctional environment, team members 

look out for themselves because they don’t trust their teammates and coaches. 

As the name suggests, corrosive cultures eat away at people’s attitudes, commitment, and 

chemistry, much like a caustic acid.  Ultimately, people just seek to endure and survive in this 

dysfunctional culture — or escape it whenever possible. 

2- Country Club culture 

The country club culture is one of entitlement, appearances, and leisure.  The priority in this 

culture is clearly to look good and to have a good time rather than win championships.  It is a 

superficial and soft culture that expects little accountability from its members, so people are 

allowed to coast.  Leadership positions are often not based on merit but instead on politics, 

popularity, and payoffs. 

 

 

https://coachad.com/author/jeff-janssen/
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The currency in a country club culture is much more about style than substance.  Status in a 

country club culture is accrued primarily by the kind of gear people wear.  Results are 

secondary, and relationships are superficial at best. 

3-  Congenial culture 

A congenial culture is one where the focus is primarily on getting along and preserving 

harmonious relationships.  The group becomes more of a support group, and social club 

rather than a high-performance team focused on achieving winning results.  It’s almost as if 

the team wants everyone to travel so that someone’s feelings aren’t hurt. 

While most people get along, a congenial culture’s primary concern is that it can be too nice 

and not focused enough on results.  Members are very kind to each other, but they are 

typically not honest and candid because they worry the truth might hurt feelings or strain 

relationships.  A congenial culture fits well for a fraternity or sorority, but not as well for a 

competitive sports team that wants to win. 

4- Comfortable culture 

A comfortable culture is one where results and relationships are of moderate importance. The 

team sets reasonable standards and is interested in doing well, but not if it pushes it out of its 

comfort zone.  Swimmers will train to a certain level, but once it gets challenging or 

uncomfortable, they tend to back off and not push through the natural hard work and fatigue 

of training. 

Similarly, with relationships, the team generally gets along, but there are few deep, enduring 

relationships, and there is not a collective sense of mission between the teammates.  

Comfortable cultures usually produce mediocre results and teammates and coaches who end 

up being acquaintances rather than close friends and mentors when it’s all said and done.  

5- Competitive culture 

In competitive cultures, there is a strong focus on results and moderate to minimal focus on 

relationships.  The competitiveness is demonstrated both externally with opponents and 

internally with teammates.  Team members spend a lot of time competing with each other for 

coaches’ attention and leadership roles. 

While competition is necessary and can spur on outstanding achievement, if taken overboard, 

the competitiveness can also inhibit or destroy relationships within the team itself.  You do 

want a highly competitive team, but you also want them to bond, collaborate, and positively 

push each other. 



World Swimming Coaches 
Association 

 

6- Cut-throat culture 

In a cut-throat culture, results reign supreme.  Talent and performance are the sole criteria of 

success in this ruthless and unforgiving culture, whereas character and people skills are often 

neglected.  Winning is all that matters.  If you can get the job done, we’ll overlook your 

selfishness, extreme character flaws, out-of-the-pool antics, and acerbic attitude.  The ends 

justify the means.  If you can’t produce due to ineptitude or injury, you are quickly cast aside or 

cut off from the program. 

Relationships are not valued because they are seen as irrelevant and sometimes even a 

hindrance to achieving results.  Because of the business nature of professional sports where 

millions of dollars are at stake, some professional teams and even some big-time college 

programs are prone to developing a cut-throat culture. 

7- Constructive culture 

A constructive culture has a substantial focus on results and a satisfying focus on 

relationships.  Team members are committed to being successful and usually willing to put in 

the hard work necessary to achieve at higher levels. 

From a relationship standpoint, teammates strive to get along and develop a solid bond with 

each other.  Although the constructive culture is positive, productive, and often successful on 

and off the playing fields, it falls short of the highly intense levels of commitment, chemistry, 

and accountability you see in a championship culture. 

8- Championship culture 

A championship culture places a premium on results and relationships.  From a results 

standpoint, championship cultures have a strong sense of mission and purpose.  They defined 

what they want to achieve and have a burning desire to achieve it.  They are fully designed and 

aligned to achieve their goals and are focused on success like a laser beam.  They have very 

high standards for the team members and provide them with candid and frequent feedback 

on how they are doing.  They are galvanized for greatness. 

In addition to results, championship cultures highly value relationships.  Team members treat 

each other with respect and value the contributions people make to the team, whether large 

or small.  Teammates take pride in their roles because they realize their value to the team and 

feel appreciated for playing them.  Leaders are intentional about building strong relationships 

within the team to help people feel respected and perform to their potential. 
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Because they feel appreciated and cared for, team members selflessly subvert their individual 

goals if they know it will benefit the entire team.  They take pride in being a part of something 

that is so much bigger than themselves.  They also tend to enjoy each other’s company and 

forge a strong bond that often lasts a lifetime. 

After learning about the eight types of team cultures, consider which one best describes the 

current status of your team and what you can do to improve it. 
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"Build the Base, Train the Pace, Rest and Race" 
by John Leonard 

 
Simplicity is the Key 

In 51 years of coaching, I have learned the value of simplicity.  When it comes to the topic of 
how to develop athletes from non-athletes, simplicity is the most important philosophy.  The 
tendency for young coaches is to make things overly complicated and "sophisticated." While 
this might be "interesting" to elite athletes, it is counterproductive to developing non-athletes 
into athletes.  

Part one: BUILD THE BASE 

You have to build the capacity of the athlete to do work.  Building capacity necessitates 
improvements in strength, endurance, and "stroke endurance" (the ability to hold your best 
stroke for the race distance required).  

Coach Bob Bowman of Michael Phelps (and others) fame, literally calls this "Capacity Training" 
and tells us that it helps the athlete recover between swim efforts, between sets, from day to 
day and week to week and builds robust good health in the athlete.  

The intensity can be relatively low relative to race speed, and the technique should be the best 
possible and the main emphasis of the volume of training.  Gradually (building the base), more 
work is done on lower and lower amounts of rest.  

There is a psychological improvement here also, learning to become comfortable while being 
uncomfortable. "Being uncomfortable" is how you get better.  NO ONE improves by always 
being comfortable!  Developing athletes have to become comfortable with being 
uncomfortable. 

Day to day consistency of coming to practice and training is critical here. In our program, I call 
it "Show Up" as the first of three Immutable Rules of Improvement.  

Part Two: "TRAIN THE PACE" 

What pace?  The pace required to complete the race distance in the time you are seeking as a 
goal time.  That is different for every swimmer, in every season, in every race.  What goes into 
this?  Stroke rate and distance per stroke. 

 

 

 



World Swimming Coaches 
Association 

 

Swimmers must spend time consistently swimming and kicking at the pace you wish to 
achieve in the race, "or a little faster." You can't swim fast in a race by only swimming slowly in 
practice. (You may develop a beautiful stroke swimming slowly, but this is called "competitive 
swimming" which implies SPEED.)  

How much "race pace training?" Most experienced coaches would say the lower the athlete's 
experience level, the lower the percentage of race pace training.  My simple recommendations: 

• First, two years of the athlete swimming experience – 5-15% of volume swum be at 
race pace.  

• Next three years – 10-20% at race pace.  

• After that - Increasing very slowly from there.  Much more than 20% of race volume at 
high intensity is very demanding and stressful for the athlete.  

Much of this is "neuromuscular training," teaching the nervous system to recruit muscle 
tissue more effectively to the task at hand.  Early in an athlete's career, it is better to 
"undertrain" than overtrain this developmental aspect.  Mature athletes (adults) can 
concentrate on this type of training much more effectively than children of tender age.  

Part Three: "REST AND RACE." 

1976 Head USA Olympic Coach Jack Nelson famously said, "The best training is RACING." Many 
coaches, especially those who have been successful with sprinters, would agree with him.  

Resting does not mean reducing work to nothing.  The art of tapering to peak performances is 
frequently discussed but seldom studied for the simple reason that no swimmer or parent 
wants their child to be the "test subject." Most of what we know is anecdotal.  

Science is not as important here as the art of coaching.  Rest provides mysterious benefits to 
the nervous system.  The best rest is SLEEP.  In turn, this nervous system improvement results 
in significant performance gains.  

Please understand this.  Those doing little work will not benefit from rest.  You have to REST 
from doing substantial work.  

Note: THE WORK COMES FIRST 

Age group swimmers have low muscle mass, swim primarily with the aerobic energy system, 
and benefit little from rest.  10-14-year olds, depending on physical maturity levels, may only 
rest 1-4 days heading for a major competition.  A 13-18-year old will rest up to a week.  Only at 
a mature age do rests (tapers) exceeding a week produce quality results.  Resting young 
swimmers with low muscle mass, immature bodies, and low workloads, will be 
counterproductive.  
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However, RACING is beneficial at all ages as it "sharpens the saw" to teach swimmers how to be 
their best. It's the whole point of training to "compete."  Lots of racing, low pressure (as 
"experiments" in technique development), pacing skills, and the ability to race and get your 
hand on the touchpad first, is essential.  Indeed, for males, especially, it may be the central 
selling point of the sport.  

From the perspective of 51 years of helping athletes develop, "Keep It simple." 

• Build the Base,  

• Train the Pace,  

• Rest and Race.  
 

All the Best,  

John Leonard  

 

 
 


