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How to motivate athletes in either a positive or negative way 

For many years, coaches have utilized different methods to motivate athletes in sporting 
situations. Behavioral psychology has influenced the profession by defining and 
contrasting positive and negative reinforcement schemes. In sporting situations, the early 
work of Smith and Smoll (1977) and later development of the Coaching Behavioral 
Assessment Scale (CBAS) have influenced the coaching of youth sports in North 
America. Youth sport has been defined as developmental sports for children aged 6-18 
years old who participate in an organized adult supervised program. Over 41 million 
participants are actively involved in organized sports in America with around 7 million 
participating in interscholastic sports programs. Smith and Smoll (2008) also developed a 
model of coaching effectiveness in order to influence athletes in three steps; coaching 
behaviors led to athlete’s perception and recall of the coaching experience which, in turn, 
led to future athlete behaviors such as continued participation in sport. Hundreds of 
studies demonstrated that results of athletic contests and athlete self-esteem contributed 
very little to the athlete’s perception of the sporting experience and, in fact, positive 
reinforcement for both effort and desired performance by the coach contributed more to 
the athlete’s perception of the experience than any other factor measured by the CBAS.  
Also, coaches who responded to mistakes with encouragement and technical instruction 
as well as encouraged fun and personal improvement were times ten times more 
influential on these athletes in a positive way than the actual win/loss record of the team.  

Furthermore, Coaching Effectiveness Training (CET) was developed to enhance the 
coach/athlete experience in sport (Smith & Smoll, 2010). The CET workshop emphasizes 
a mastery approach to instruction and coaching with an emphasis on positive instruction, 
mistake-contingent encouragement, corrective instruction, and sound technical 
instruction.  Likewise, the authors encouraged coaches to develop confidence, use good 
strategy, use simple techniques, vary instructional approaches, remain positive and give 
praise when deserved, reward effort as well as outcome and focus on being enthusiastic 
while coaching. Finally, the philosophy of the program espoused by Smith and Smoll  
(2010) emphasized that winning isn’t everything, nor the only thing; failure is not the 
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same thing as losing; success is not equivalent to winning; and success is found in 
striving for victory.  

What is the role of the coach and the role of the athlete and how should they 
cooperate? 

Every coach must find his or her own coaching style. This style should be developed over 
time and every coach will coach most effectively when using his or her own style rather 
than imitating the style of another coach. I will discuss four coaching styles separately 
and independently. The first style of coaching is probably the most visible in the America. 
It is called the hard-nosed coach. This individual is a very strict and stern coach. This 
coach is always in charge and the assistant coaches are subordinate to him. He prefers to 
have weaker assistant coaches, as he is the true boss of the team. He motivates by using 
threat, punishment, fear, and sarcasm. This coach is not friendly with his players and will 
often go to great lengths to separate himself from his team. The advantages of this coach 
are many including; a very organized team, a physically punishing and fit team as well as 
a team that responds well in adverse game situations. The disadvantages of this style 
include; athletes are fearful of the coach, the team will sometimes band together against 
the coach and athletes are not inclined to make any input into decision making on the 
team (Tutko & Richards, 1971). The second style is the driven coach. This coach is 
totally involved in her coaching career to the exclusion of all other activities. She will 
spend endless hours on preparation and practice plans. This coach will outwork all others 
in the organization and will not rest until final preparations are completed. This coach has 
the advantage of preparation. Her team will not be confused during the competition nor 
will the other team out strategize this team. When the pressure of competition mounts this 
team responds well under this pressure. The disadvantage is that this coach will 
intimidate her players by her work ethic. Some athletes are not willing to put forth such a 
strong effort to prepare for the competition as the coach and the coach will drive some 
from the team because of perceived laziness. The third style is called the business- like 
coach. This coach is up-to-date on all the latest technology and techniques of instruction 
including the latest equipment and coaching methods. This coach approaches all 
interactions with the athletes in a business fashion and does not get close to the players. 
He expects all members of the team to be on time, be professional and not complain. All 
personal problems should remain outside the team and this coach will not befriend any 
player, as he will likely have to make difficult decisions later in the relationship. An 
advantage of this coaching style is that the team will be extremely prepared and ready for 
the opposing competition. Nothing will be left to chance and all possibilities for strategic 
attack and defense will be covered prior to the competition. No other athlete or team will 
out prepare this coach in any aspect of the sport. Disadvantages include the following; 
athletes who need extra motivation from the coach will not receive this type of 
motivation from this coach. Finally, the last coaching style is the easygoing coach. This 
coach is a friend of the players and will try to motivate by building strong interpersonal 
relationships with his players. Most important to this coach is how his players perceive 
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him and whether they will respond better by his attempt to befriend them as well as coach 
them. He will often ask about personal matters as well as coaching decisions. Advantages 
for this coach include; very little tension on the team and players who need personal 
attention are feeling quite satisfied with this style. Disadvantages include the athlete who 
prefers privacy does not tolerate this style as easily. Some athletes prefer to remain aloof 
from the coach. This coach can become too close to the players and sometimes invade 
their personal lives to an extreme level. How one coaches is a calculated decision and is 
developed by having a well thought out coaching philosophy. This philosophy is 
developed over many years and through many experiences. In the early stages of the 
coach’s career, survival is based upon relationships and cultivating coaching peer 
relationships. Also, significant success is also an aid to advancement to higher levels of 
coaching. Once a coach moves past this early career he or she will start to develop the 
ability to coach the “whole athlete” in many ways.  

Communicating Difficult Decisions to Athletes 

Coaching is a demanding profession that requires difficult decisions and unpopular 
communications in some instances. The coach’s role is to communicate to the athletes in 
a way that gets the message across but does not destroy the confidence of the athlete. 
Role clarity, role acceptance and role performance are all important considerations when 
deciding how to communicate difficult information to one’s players. Also, it is important 
to remember to communicate in an open and honest manner. The trust between a coach 
and an athlete is a very important component of the relationship. The more elite levels of 
coaching require coaching the “whole athlete” as a person. It is required to be aware of 
personal and motivational situations that will affect the decision making process. Trying 
to remain unbiased while listening to the athlete while still making unpopular decisions is 
an art to be mastered only through experience. The best communication is being honest 
and giving positive, specific and sincere feedback in frequent intervals as soon as 
possible. Focus remarks on effort as well as results. Coach John Wooden always directed 
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his remarks on effort rather than achievement. 
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The coach should always remember that athletes are ordinary people doing outstanding 
physical feats. The athlete meets sport at the coach and you are the most influential 
person in the life of your athlete. Good luck in your pursuit of excellence together.
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