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ABSTRACT  
While the coach-athlete relationship (CAR) has been central to 
understanding relational dynamics in sport, it does not fully 
capture the complexity of coaching in team environments. This 
study explored the existence of the coach-team relationship (CTR), 
aligned with broader coaching science that views coaching as a 
relational and context-dependent practice. Using a qualitative 
descriptive approach, semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with coaches and athletes from competitive youth team sports in 
the USA. Reflexive thematic analysis revealed that the CTR was 
perceived as separate from the CAR and characterised by three 
core dimensions: passion, support, and commitment. These 
manifested positively (harmonious passion, integrated support, and 
attached commitment) or negatively (diminished passion, divided 
support, and detached commitment), shaping the overall team 
dynamic. The findings offer a foundation for advancing research 
into team-level relational processes and relevant information for 
applied practitioners working in team sport settings.
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Coaching is widely recognised as a multifaceted practice involving active engagement, 
interaction and communication between a coach and an athlete. An important aspect 
of the process of coaching is the quality of interactions that coaches and athletes have 
with each other. Côté and Gilbert (2009) conceptualised coaching effectiveness as an inte
grated application of professional, interpersonal, and intrapersonal knowledge, conver
ging to enhance athletes’ competence, confidence, connection, and character. 
However, in team sports, effective coaching should also capture the coach’s ability to 
draw upon and communicate their knowledge in the context of a team sport environ
ment and in regard to the realisation of team goals (Lyle, 2020). Clearly, the coach has 
a central role in the evolution and development of their team.

The coach creates a foundation for success via behaviours that influence their team’s 
performances and the sporting experiences of the athletes being coached (see Hague 
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et al., 2021). König (2013) postulates that when coaching athletes, two main factors are 
fundamental to coaching performance within team sports. The first is teaching pro
fessional competence, which includes conditional, technical, tactical, and strategic 
factors related to the team’s training and competition. The second factor is leadership 
skills, which include team shaping, conflict resolution and communication.

The manifestation of leadership skills is a critical aspect of coaching practice. When 
coaches adopt an interpersonal and relational approach when coaching an athlete, 
they can, in turn, support athletes’ beliefs of collective efficacy (Hampson & Jowett, 2014). 
In terms of developing cohesive and efficacious teams, a coach’s ability to establish and 
maintain a personable connection with each athlete while congruently nurturing the collec
tive as a unified entity has been identified as a vital quality (Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016).

At the heart of coaching lies the coach-athlete relationship (CAR) (Jowett, 2017), a pur
poseful partnership between a coach and an athlete that becomes the glue that holds 
sports teams together (Jowett & Felton, 2014). The CAR is defined as a social situation/ 
exchange that is continuously formed by the thoughts, feelings, and behaviours of the 
coach and the athlete. That is, a coach and an athlete share a mutually and causally 
dependent relationship, where one person’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviours can 
influence and be influenced by each other (Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016). Over the last 
twenty years, Jowett and colleagues (see Davis et al., 2024) have interviewed and sur
veyed athletes and coaches of all levels across the globe to unravel the complex and 
elusive nature of the CAR. The results of this considerable body of research provided 
the basis for the development of the 3 + 1Cs model of CAR quality, as reflected by the fol
lowing four interpersonal dimensions: closeness, commitment, complementarity, and co- 
orientation. 

. Closeness reflects the interpersonal feelings of coaches and athletes that largely encap
sulate an affective bond through their mutual respect, trust, appreciation and liking for 
one another.

. Commitment reflects interpersonal thoughts of coaches and athletes of maintaining a 
close (as opposed to distant, detached, unfriendly) relationship over time despite “ups 
and downs”.

. Complementarity reflects coaches’ and athletes’ interpersonal behaviours of leadership 
(reciprocal complementarity) and cooperation (corresponding complementarity).

. Co-orientation reflects coaches’ and athletes’ level of interdependence in terms of simi
larity and understanding concerning their views of the quality of their relationship.

These four dimensions provide operational meaning to the quality of the CAR when 
viewed as positive (rewarding, supportive, motivating) or negative (disappointing, 
unhelpful, uninspiring) and are assumed to be the medium that influences both 
coaches and athletes to express their desires and fulfil their individual, collective, and/ 
or mutual ambitions (Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016).

The quality of the CAR, as defined by the constructs of the 3 + 1Cs model, has been 
highlighted as an important factor for athletes sporting experiences such as skill develop
ment and performance as well as psychosocial development and wellbeing (e.g., Jowett, 
2003; Jowett & Cockerill, 2003; Jowett & Frost, 2007; Jowett & Meek, 2000; Jowett & 
Timson-Katchis, 2005; Jowett et al., 2007). Investigations into the factors related to the 
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CAR have been explored such as gender (Jowett & Clark-Carter, 2006; Jowett & Nezlek, 
2012; Gosai et al., 2021), personality traits (Jackson et al., 2011; Evans et al., 2012), harmo
nious passion (Lafrenière et al., 2008; Jowett et al., 2013; Kim et al., 2020), and coach 
behaviour (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Felton & Jowett, 2013; Jowett et al., 2017a, 
2017b; Jowett & Arthur, 2019), individual/ team sport differences (Rhind et al., 2012), sat
isfaction (Davis et al., 2019; Jowett & Nezlek, 2012), motivation (Adie & Jowett, 2010), and 
self-efficacy (Jackson & Beauchamp, 2010). Additionally, high-quality CARs have also been 
found to be a predictor of important group variables such as team cohesion (a sense of 
belongingness in the group) and collective efficacy (a sense of being valuable and 
effective as a collective) (see Evans et al., 2012). Conversely, low-quality CARs have 
been associated with athletes’ perceiving an ego-involving climate (Olympiou et al., 
2008), using avoidant attachment styles (Davis et al., 2013), and developing maladaptive 
relationships (Philippe et al., 2020).

Investigations informed by the CAR model have studied the effects of relational coach
ing dynamics within team contexts. These studies have revealed significant divergences in 
the perceived quality of the relationship between coaches and athletes in team sports, as 
opposed to those participating in individual sports, suggesting a nuanced relational spec
trum contingent upon the sporting discipline (Jowett & Shanmugam, 2016). For instance, 
coaches in individual sports showed greater empathic accuracy, understanding their ath
letes’ feelings and thoughts more accurately, compared to coaches in team sports. The 
empathetic accuracy of team sports coaches declined as the team or group increased 
in size (Lorimer & Jowett, 2009). Additionally, it was discovered that coaches’ communi
cation styles varied when interacting with an individual athlete as opposed to addressing 
a team or group collectively (see Lorimer & Jowett, 2009; Rhind et al., 2012). In a study by 
Rhind et al. (2012), individual sports athletes were more likely to have greater relational 
satisfaction with their coaches compared to athletes and coaches from team sports. 
This was attributed to the former’s greater opportunities for one-on-one interaction 
(Rhind et al., 2012).

There appear to be distinctions between athletes’ perceptions and experiences in indi
vidual sports versus those participating in team sports. Van de Pol and Kavussanu (2011) 
reported differential links between achievement goals and athletes’ responses depending 
on whether they participated in an individual or team sport. Wachsmuth et al. (2022) 
asserted that coaches in team sports should prioritise team goals over individual goals 
and consider the team as a whole when assessing team composition. Additionally, 
Rhind et al. (2012) reported that closeness, commitment, and complementarity (3Cs) 
were significantly more strongly correlated for team sport athletes than individual 
sport athletes. This research implies that, at the team level, there appears to be an inter
dependence between athletes’ individual views and team views regarding the quality of 
their relationship with their coach. Existing research findings also intimate that athletes’ 
individual and team perspectives may differ regarding their assessment of the 3Cs in 
their relationships with their coach.

While the CAR has offered valuable insight into the interpersonal dynamics between 
coaches and individual athletes, researchers (e.g., Evans et al., 2012; Jowett, 2017; 
Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007) have increasingly recognised the need to expand rela
tional research to better reflect the complex, dynamic and social nature of team sport 
environments. The field of sports coaching science has evolved to consider coaching as 
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more than a series of dyadic interactions; it is now viewed as a relational, context-sensi
tive, and culturally situated practice (Jones & Wallace, 2006; Lyle & Cushion, 2016). Within 
this view, the coach’s role involves managing group dynamics, creating a shared team 
culture, and fostering psychological safety across an entire squad, not just through 
one-on-one connections. Thus, there is growing momentum for understanding how 
coaches relate to their teams as collectives, prompting a shift in attention toward the 
coaches’ relationship with their team. Investigating this concept (coach-team relation
ship) moves beyond traditional relational frameworks and aligns with broader coaching 
literature that emphasises leadership, communication, athlete-centred approaches, and 
social complexity within team sport settings (Cushion et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 2025). 
This study contributes to that shift by exploring the CTR as a distinct yet interdependent 
layer of relational functioning in youth team sports.

In the context of this study (i.e., teams participating in competitive interscholastic team 
sports), a team is understood as a group of individuals who interact interdependently 
toward a shared objective within a structured sport environment (Carron & Eys, 2012). 
Teams such as volleyball, soccer, lacrosse, and basketball involve high levels of task inter
dependence, dynamic role execution, and coordinated effort, which require ongoing 
communication, shared leadership, and relational functioning (Cotterill, 2012; McEwan 
& Beauchamp, 2014). These sports are also characterised by real-time performance 
demands, which heighten the need for trust, cohesion, and clarity of roles among athletes 
and between athletes and their coaches. Acknowledging the nature of team sport settings 
helps to clarify why conceptualising a coach-team relationship (CTR) is not only logical but 
necessary. Unlike individual sports, these team settings demand that coaches manage both 
individual relationships (CARs) and the broader collective relational climate, which has 
implications for motivation, performance, and psychosocial development.

Moreover, all teams are inherently unique, shaped by their specific composition, 
culture, leadership, and contextual dynamics; no two teams’ function identically, even 
within the same sport or level of play (Carron & Eys, 2012; Wagstaff et al., 2017). Known 
interpersonal differences, such as the CAR gender pairings, can also influence the 
quality and nature of interactions within teams, with research showing that dynamics 
may shape communication styles, perceptions of support, and relational outcomes 
(Jowett & Nezlek, 2012; Kavanagh et al., 2020). These factors further highlight the need 
to explore the coach-team relationship within specific team environments that reflect 
the diversity and complexity of real-world sports settings. This uniqueness underscores 
the importance of studying the CTR within specific team contexts, such as those features 
in this study, to capture the nuanced relational processes that may not be generalisable 
across all team settings.

An interdependence between athletes’ views within teams has been found in regard to 
other group concepts such as collective efficacy (Stajkovic et al., 2009), team cohesion 
(Bruner et al., 2014) and the perceived motivational climate (Weiss et al., 2021). In a note
worthy endeavour to examine the motivational climate’s influence on individual and 
team-level outcomes, Gano-Overway et al. (2005) found that 202 athletes from 25 volley
ball teams held shared perceptions within teams regarding the motivational climate. This 
study underlined the existence of interdependencies between individual perceptions of 
the coach-created motivational climates’ impact on intrapersonal, interpersonal and 
group outcomes at both the individual and team levels.
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Pulling from and extending the existing literature, the present qualitative study 
explores whether there is a conception of a coach-team relationship (CTR) and whether 
the CTR is deemed not to be the same as considering individual CARs formed within a 
sport team. This research aims to build upon Jowett and colleagues’ (e.g., Jowett, 2003; 
Jowett & Cockerill, 2003; Jowett & Frost, 2007; Jowett & Meek, 2000; Jowett & Timson- 
Katchis, 2005; Jowett et al., 2007) original work that proposed the 3 + 1Cs of the CAR 
model and arrive at a deeper understanding of (1) the existence (and relevance) of the 
CTR, (2) the characteristics of the CTR, and (3) the emotions, thoughts and behaviours per
ceived by coaches and athletes in team sports when the CTR is positive or negative.

Methodology

Epistemology and study design

The present research was underpinned by a relativist ontology and subjectivist epistem
ology, which emphasises that there are multiple realities as opposed to one objective 
single truth (Crotty, 1998; Smith & Sparkes, 2020). While participants may have held 
similar views, it was also recognised that they may have held divergent ones, shaped 
by their individuality, ideologies, values, and lived experiences, all of which can 
influence interpretation and meaning.

Establishing a clear epistemological and ontological foundation was essential in 
guiding all aspects of the study design and analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006) stress that 
while their thematic analysis method is theoretically flexible, it is not philosophically 
neutral. They advocate that researchers must explicitly position themselves within a 
theoretical framework to ensure coherence and integrity in the analytic process. Similarly, 
Smith and Sparkes (2020) argue that epistemological and ontological assumptions signifi
cantly shape the questions asked, the relationships developed with participants, and the 
meaning derived from the data. Articulating these foundations enhances reflexivity and 
transparency, which are cornerstones of trustworthiness in qualitative research.

In line with this philosophical stance, the current study employed a qualitative descrip
tive methodology to generate insights and illustrate the coaches’ and athletes’ thoughts, 
feelings, and behaviours related to conceptions of the CTR in team sports. It was acknowl
edged that researcher transference would inevitably play a role in the research process, an 
underscoring consonant with the axiological assumption of qualitative research high
lighted by Creswell and Poth (2016), whereby the researcher’s values and positionality 
are seen as integral to meaning.

The use of a qualitative descriptive design was particularly well-suited to semi-struc
tured interviews, enabling a nuanced exploration of participants’ experiences and percep
tions (Kim et al., 2017). This approach also provided the necessary flexibility to adapt and 
evolve ideas throughout the data analysis process, reflecting the iterative and interpretive 
nature of qualitative inquiry (Neergaard et al., 2009). Semi-structured interviews are 
especially compatible with a relativist ontology, as both acknowledge the existence of 
multiple, co-constructed realities shaped by individual perspectives, social interactions, 
and contextual factors. Rather than seeking a singular objective truth, this method 
embraces the richness and complexity of lived experiences consistent with the subjecti
vist epistemology underpinning this study (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).
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Personal and professional positionalities

At the outset of this study, the lead researcher held faculty and coaching roles within the 
institution. Their role naturally led to developing rapport with some of the coaches and 
athletes during the interviews. For interviewees with less rapport, the interviewer utilised 
their skills in counselling, such as humour, mirroring, and prompt techniques, to build a 
comfortable rapport with the participants, thus enabling a more fluid dialogue (Prior, 
2018). The lead researcher was positioned to provide a unique perspective regarding 
their insider’s view (emic) and outsider’s view (etic) to allow for a deeper understanding 
of the institution’s social and cultural norms, potentially further facilitating rapport and 
conversation (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). In addition to their roles, they upheld a 
researcher role relating to their PhD studies, driven by their interest in the concept of 
the CTR, developed through exchanges with their lead supervisor, previous academic 
studies in sport psychology, and their own experiences in elite sport. They also held cer
tifications in mental performance consulting and performance psychology.

Participants

The participants (coaches and athletes) were required to be members of a team sport, 
have at least two years of experience coaching/participating on that team, and have 
been in season for a minimum of six weeks. A total of 23 individuals from seven 
different team sports (girls’ volleyball, basketball, soccer, and lacrosse; boys’ basketball, 
soccer and lacrosse) participated in the study. These individuals comprised twelve high 
school varsity coaches (7 male, 5 female; age 18 + years, range = 36–57 years) who dedi
cated their non-coaching professional time to teaching and eleven student-athletes (4 
male, 7 female; age 18 + years, range = 18–19 years). The research team felt that the in- 
depth exploration of the concept of the CTR and its characteristics required input from 
both athletes and coaches engaged in a variety of high school team sports. To achieve 
this, the recruitment process entailed the involvement of a specific independent school 
sample of coaches and athletes to characterise and conceptualise the CTR within a 
single sporting community.

Procedure

Before commencing the research, ethical approval was granted from the lead researcher’s 
university in the United Kingdom. The lead researcher also required approval and 
informed consent from the Athletic Director at the independent school to recruit 
coaches and student-athletes for participation in this study. Following an outreach 
email to the athletic director describing the study and its purposes, an in-person 
meeting was scheduled to explain the study’s concept, purpose, and intent further. 
Additionally, the lead researcher shared that interviews with coaches and student-ath
letes from team sports would be audio/video-recorded, then transcribed, and used for 
scientific purposes while maintaining anonymity and doing all possible to protect all par
ticipants and the institution from being identified. Following the Athletic Director’s 
approval, coaches and student-athletes were invited to participate via email, describing 
the study’s purposes, participation requirements, and anonymity. Upon each participant’s 
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voluntary agreement to be involved in the study, interviews were scheduled at their con
venience, and each participant provided their consent via an encrypted e-signature 
informed consent form at least 24 hours prior to their scheduled interview. Due to the 
timing of this study (during the Covid-19 pandemic, August 2021-May 2022), the 
options of masked and socially distanced in-person or virtual video interviews were 
offered to the student-athletes and coaches to meet the health and safety protocols 
adopted by the independent school. The secure office of the lead researcher was used 
when the interviews were carried out in person or virtually (via Zoom).

A semi-structured interview was chosen to guide the interview process and to gener
ate a natural exchange of ideas to yield novel, rich and nuanced insights into the nature 
and characteristics of the CTR (Nelson et al., 2014; Smith & Sparkes, 2020). The interview 
guide was constructed to build from and potentially extend Jowett’s (2007) 3Cs + 1 model 
first to ascertain whether the team sport coaches and student-athletes felt that the CTR 
exists and then, secondly, to understand the nature (quality) of the CTR in their views. 
The affective/emotions (closeness), cognitive (commitment), and behavioural (comple
mentarity) aspects/characteristics/features of this relationship were explored. With the 
aim to further examine potential differentiation between concepts/conceptualisations, 
questions were posed to determine whether coaches and athletes distinguished and 
described experiences of CTRs that vary in their quality (positive versus negative and 
vice versa).

The flexibility of interview guides allowed the lead researcher to begin the conversa
tion by asking the participants a direct closed-ended question on whether, in their 
opinion, the CTR existed (e.g., “Do you consider there to be a separate relationship 
between the coach-team versus the relationship between a coach and individual 
athlete?”). The directness of adopting closed-ended questions created a short and 
direct response, followed by moments of silence and slight awkwardness, where the inter
viewer used humour as a response, which allowed for natural conversation to follow. The 
participants were then asked to expand on their initial responses and asked whether they 
thought the CTR was important to them, the team, or the coach (e.g., “Do you think the 
coach-team relationship is important to the team?”). They were also asked to describe 
their thoughts, feelings, and emotions regarding the CTR as a generalised concept (e.g., 
(b) “Let’s think about the team’s perspective … . do you think teams feel like they have 
a relationship with the coach as a group/collective, beyond or separate from how they 
relate to their coaches as individual athletes?”) as well as when positive (e.g., “How do 
you act or behave when the coach-team relationship is positive?”), and negative (e.g., 
“Now, let’s talk about the features or characteristics of a coach-team relationship that 
has poor quality/ is negative?”).

Interviews ranged in length between 38 and 122 minutes, with the coach’s interviews 
ranging from 51 to 122 minutes and student-athlete interviews from 38 to 91 minutes. 
Notes were taken during the interviews, and as part of personal reflections, these notes sup
ported the data analysis process and accounted for inferences relating to body language, 
voice tone and facial expressions. The audio/video recordings remained secured for 
seven days before being transcribed to allow time for the participants to withdraw their 
responses from the study. Once transcribed, the audio/video recordings were securely 
destroyed, and the written transcripts were stored under the anonymous identification 
number allocated to each participant on the university’s secure online platform.
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Data analysis

The method of thematic analysis (TA) was applied due to its wide use within the social, 
behavioural, and applied sciences (clinical, health, education) and its alignment with epis
temology and research questions. The purpose of using TA was to develop patterns of 
meaning (“themes”) to deliver a descriptive and interpretative conceptualisation of the 
data represented by “the researcher’s reflective and thoughtful engagement with the ana
lytic process” (Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 594). To this extent, a “reflexive” version of thematic 
analysis (reflexive TA) was the approach chosen due to its theoretical flexibility for 
drawing out knowledge from coach and student-athlete experiences, views and percep
tions of the CTR and their thoughts, feelings and behaviours characterised by it (see work 
by Braun et al., 2016; Braun & Clarke, 2021a, 2021b, 2023). In line with the “+1” element 
(“co-orientation”) of Jowett’s (2007) 3 + 1Cs conceptualisation of the CAR, separate 
reflexive TAs were conducted for the coaches and athletes to enhance the quality of 
data and reflect any potential congruence of or distinctions in perceptions. This study uti
lised five theoretical assumptions of the analytic process within reflexive TA: (1) inductive 
analysis, where the data content directed coding and theme development; (2) semantic 
analysis, where coding and theme development reflected the explicit content of the 
data and did not extend past what the coaches and athletes shared; (3) latent analysis, 
where the authors looked beyond the coding to understand the underlying meaning, 
(4) realist analysis, where assumed realities became evident within the data, (5) interpre
tivist analysis, where the authors attempt to make the assumed realities understandable 
to others.

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase guide were followed to generate patterns of 
meaning across the dataset pertaining to the coaches’ and athletes’ perceptions of the 
nature and characteristics of the CTR. Additionally, Braun & Clarke (2021a) identify ten 
core assumptions of reflexive thematic analysis that highlight implications for rigour 
during the thematic development. For example, the third assumption highlights that 
“good coding can be achieved alone or through collaboration. If collaborative coding is 
used to enhance understanding, interpretation, and reflexivity rather than to reach a con
sensus about data coding” (Braun & Clarke, 2021a, p. 8).

The initial phase was crucial in the data analysis process, where meanings were created 
(Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999), and the lead researcher became immersed in the video/audio 
recordings, transcribing the interviews, reading, re-reading, and re-listening/watching to 
understand the depth and breadth of the content. At this stage, intelligent verbatim was 
employed in the transcription of the interviews to eliminate the inclusion of excessive rep
etitions or verbal fillers such as “um”, “like”, and “you know”. As such, we were able to 
share the participants’ quotes in a more readable manner. Additionally, by employing 
an intelligent verbatim approach, the lead researcher was able to account for indications 
of laughter, nonverbal cues (such as sighs and body language), voice demeanour, tone 
inference and word prevalence – features not afforded solely within transcribed editions 
of each interview (McMullin, 2023).

The ensuing phases generated codes and coding (phase two) for the plethora of pat
terns formed from the ideas within phase one, which were recorded/stored using Nvivo 
software. Each code identifies a feature within the data that interested the lead researcher 
and guided (a) the conceptualisation of the CTR, (b) what is the nature of the CTR, and (c) 
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emotions, thoughts and behaviours by coaches and student-athletes in team sports when 
this relationship is perceived positive and when it is negative. While the initial coding was 
led by the first author, preliminary codes and observations were discussed within the 
research team to challenge assumptions, identify alternative interpretations, and 
ensure the coding scheme remained reflexive and inclusive of multiple perspectives 
(Tsai et al., 2016). These early inter-author dialogues helped to surface differing epistemo
logical positions and to iteratively refine the coding framework beyond the sole influence 
of the lead researcher.

Phase three entailed an analysis of the codes formed during phase two with the deter
mination to sort and combine the different codes into potential themes. These codes 
created an early-stage thematic map of codes, themes, and sub-themes to outline the 
relationships between them. At this stage, the thematic map was shared and discussed 
with the broader research team in a series of collaborative meetings. These inter- 
author discussions served as a check against individual bias and enriched the conceptual 
development of themes, aligning with calls for transparency and intersubjectivity in quali
tative inquiry (Broom et al., 2009; Tsai et al., 2016).

Phase four applied two review levels to refine the themes collated during phase three to 
justify, combine, or nullify those themes. The first of the two levels reviewed the extracts for 
each code to determine whether they formed a coherent pattern. The themes that formed a 
coherent pattern moved forward to a review (second level). The second level considered 
the validity of individual themes concerning the entire data set to ensure the accuracy of 
the thematic map. At this stage, many iterations of reflection, reviewing, organising, and 
re-organising the entire data set allowed for creating new/missed codes from the earlier 
stages to interpret the data more accurately. These iterations were not undertaken in iso
lation; instead, they were grounded in rigorous inter-author discussions. Through these dia
logues, the research team interrogated each theme’s coherence, revisited transcript data 
collaboratively, and deliberated over interpretive divergencies. This reflexive practice 
enhanced both analytical depth and credibility, acknowledging that qualitative data analy
sis is inherently shaped by collaborative interpretation (Tsai et al., 2016).

The focus of phase five was to define the primary and secondary themes within the 
data by defining and refining the essence of each theme through supported evidence 
(coach and student-athlete exemplar quotes). Once themes were established, structured 
discussions were conducted to examine their salience and interpretive coherence. Dis
senting views were actively explored before arriving at a consensus, a process that con
tributed to the trustworthiness of the findings. The collaborative interpretation, grounded 
in team members’ disciplinary and applied expertise, ensured that findings were not 
solely reliant on a single perspective, in line with the best practice in qualitative research 
transparency (Broom et al., 2009; Tsai et al., 2016).

In the case of the coaches and student-athletes, participant validation was recognised 
through informal participant follow-up conversations to develop the trustworthiness of 
the generated themes (Braun & Clarke, 2023). This supported the lead researcher in reflex
ively engaging with and critically considering their construction of knowledge, thus 
helping to increase the quality of the data analysis (Smith & McGannon, 2018). This 
process also facilitated the creation of a visual representation (phase six) of the data 
(see Figure 2) that captures the nature and characteristics of the CTR in the views of 
team sport coaches and student-athletes.
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Results

Identification of the coach-team relationship

Data generation identified that all the coaches (n = 12) and athletes (n = 11) perceived the 
existence, importance, and conceptualisation of the CTR. Findings revealed, however, that 
the CTR was not a known or considered concept to all participants prior to participating in 
this study (when they were specifically queried about this). The interview schedule 
allowed each participant to describe how they interpreted the CTR with one coach, 
stating: 

I don’t know that I ever thought about it until you asked the question … but yes … all of my 
athletes have separate agendas, separate experiences, and separate needs and oftentimes, 
those come into conflict with each other, and that’s a very complicated landscape … And 
so, I am definitely conscious of thinking about the team’s direction and the team’s goals as 
the standard by which I make decisions. C7-VGS

Separate interpretations of the CTR further revealed the concept as a “unique”, “nuanced”, 
“complex”, and “dynamic” relationship that plays an integral role in the operations of the 
team “as a whole” and drawing attention to the team direction, team goals and an overall 
unified sense of “us as a team”: 

I think a coach would agree that there is a coach-team relationship. I also think that they 
would probably agree that they have different relationships with different athletes … Every
one recognises those moments where the coach is talking to the team; they’re talking to the 
team as a whole, and I think that those are the moments when we are trying to be one body 
and one mind as a team. I think the coach-team relationship is a really important aspect in 
creating the unified “us” as a team. So, I think as a team becomes more unified, they probably 
understand that this [coach-team] relationship with the coach becomes more prominent. 
SA8-VGS

Most participants shared their perceptions of the CTR in contrast to their understanding of 
the interpersonal relationships between a coach and each athlete (i.e., the coach-athlete 
relationship). When queried particularly about the latter, the CAR was perceived as more 
“personal”, more “particular”, and “individually oriented” toward and impacting both 
athlete and coach roles, goals and expectations. 

I think it’s important because understanding your role in that team is the biggest thing you 
know if your roles [are] not clearly defined and you don’t clearly accept and embrace it, you 
can’t possibly be looking at that bigger picture, and I think that’s a job of the coach is to make 
everybody feel that they’re important in their role because that’s what makes the team 
perform as a unit. C10-VBS

Whereas the CTR was perceived to be a more generalised, team-focused, performance  – 
and success-oriented concept which also impacts athlete and coach motivation but is 
interdependent from other interpersonal relationships, as described by an athlete from 
a lacrosse team: 

I would say that the coach-athlete [relationship] is a lot more personal, and the coach-team 
[relationship] is a lot more goal-oriented. So, the coach-to-athlete is a lot more personalised, 
obviously, and it is a bit more tailored to a specific person’s goals and abilities and what their 
weaknesses and strengths are. And I would say, a relationship from a coach to a team is a lot 
more enthusiastic and optimistic and a lot more generalised, and I feel that’s really when a 
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coach has an ability to either really inspire a team or tell them, hey, this is what we really need 
to work on as a group. SA3-VGL

Coaches and athletes congruently referred to the prominence and importance of “good 
individual relationships” between each other within their respective teams. However, the 
CTR was viewed as being “a separate thing altogether” and potentially “more important”, 
as stated by the Varsity girls’ basketball head coach: 

The team piece is honestly the most important thing to me because I’m always going to have 
good individual relationships, but the team, the team is a separate kind of creature, a separate 
thing altogether … Man, in itself, it’s so nuanced and so complex on so many levels, and 
there’s so much that can be done to influence and shape it, and it has to start literally 
from the moment you finish cutting your team. C6-VGB

In terms of success produced on the field, another coach shared the view that identifies 
the CTR to be at least as important, if not more important than the CAR, by bearing 
influence on intra-team dynamics individually and collectively: 

If we’re talking about success in terms of how you produce on the field, that coach-team 
relationships are going to probably be at least as important, if not more important [than 
the coach-athlete relationship] because you’re talking about everybody versus one or two 
players. C9-VBS

Congruent coach and athlete interpretations of the CTR provided foundational evidence 
to suggest that the CTR serves as a significant relational concept within youth team sports. 
Furthermore, the results support the plethora of research studies that suggest interperso
nal relationships (i.e., CAR and PPR) play an integral role in the outcomes associated with 
team sports. The results of this study support a synergistic tripartite relationship model 
[see Figure 1] that consists of coach-athlete relationships (CARs), athlete-to-athlete 
relationships (AARs), and coach-team relationships (CTRs). Depending on the quality of 
the CTR, the CTR subsumes the CAR and PPR (as further detailed below).

Figure 1. Team sport tripartite relationship model.
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Characteristics of the CTR & perceptions of the CTR when positive and negative

The coaches’ and athletes’ views of the CTR’s characteristics were captured within three 
overarching themes: (1) passion, (2) support, and (3) commitment. Each higher-order 
theme consisted of two sub-themes. The lower-order themes became apparent when 
coaches and athletes described how their positive and negative experiences of the CTR 
influenced their thoughts, feelings, and behaviours within their respective teams (see 
Figure 2).

Passion

Passion was the first higher-order theme to capture the shared views of coaches and ath
letes, who described experiencing a mutual transference of energy, effort, and joy 
between each team’s coaches and athletes and with the team as a whole: 

To love what you do, have fun, doing the best that you can, that’s big … The mindset of your 
coach can be transferred to the mindset of the team. SA10-VBS

When the CTR was experienced positively, passion befitted a harmonious (Vallerand, 
2015) influence towards the team as a whole, leading to individual internalisation of 
enjoyment and autonomy as well as collective fulfilment:

I was always really excited to go, and I would look forward to it. SA6-VGB.
However, the perceived experiences of negative CTRs characterised passion as dimin

ished due to the increasing nature of controlling and autocratic coach behaviours while 
simultaneously reducing individual and team autonomy. 

There’s less internal motivation. It’s more external, driven by the coach … You have to do this, 
rather than what I want to do this. SA10-VBS

Furthermore, diminished passion was perceived to increase individuals’ negative 
emotions, and the team’s relationship with the coach became increasingly explosive. 

I think that as an individual, it’s a lot easier to get upset, sad and reflective. But when it comes 
to the team and having a negative relationship with the coach, it’s more explosive, more 
angry, more offended. SA2-VGV

Figure 2. The characteristics of the CTR.
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Support

Coaches and athletes described the impact of their social, emotional, and physical safety 
as key components to feeling supported individually and collectively within their teams. 

These are 13 adoptive kids that I have, that I would walk into traffic to protect them. The hope 
is they might not agree with everything we do right now, but in 15 years, they will feel and 
think how supported, how trusted, and how loved they were. C5-VGB

Support became more integrated and cohesive when interpretations relating to positive 
CTR experiences were shared. Integrated support positively influenced individual and col
lective motives and strengthened intra-team bonds (i.e., CAR & AAR), with the coach 
feeling connected and a part of the team (i.e., CTR). 

I think the more content, the “us” they do better, they perform better, they play better. At the 
end of the day, you will get the performance. If they’re feeling safe, the more positive your 
environment is, the safer they feel, to feel like being themselves, their performances are 
much elevated. C10-VBS

A contrasting image is created when the CTR is perceived as negative due to reported 
experiences of divided support. Divided support breaks down the cohesive nature of 
the team as a whole (including the coach). It separates the athletes and coaches into hier
archical cliques in an attempt to seek social, emotional and physical support from their 
peers (i.e., AAR). 

I think it makes me want to be around my teammates more than the coach, and I will try to 
avoid them. SA6-VGB

While the majority of the athletes form cliques and focus on their AARs, the coaches 
shared their intentions to identify the root of the issues, causing the team to divide by 
communicating with individual athletes (favourites) with whom they have high-quality 
interpersonal relationships (i.e., CAR): 

My first response is to continue to communicate and find a way to figure out how the coaches 
and team can get on the same page. Continuing to open the doors to figure out what is the 
root of the problem. C3-VGL

Commitment

Commitment was the third higher-order theme, which was also associated with individual 
and collective perceptions of attachment. Individual commitment is characterised by 
coaches’ and athletes’ mutual development of loyalty, trust, respect, and understanding. 

If the relationship is really good between the coach and the team, I just look forward to it 
more; I wouldn’t dread it; it would be more like a fun thing than a job. SA3-VGL

Collective commitment is characterised at the team level. Coaches and athletes shared 
their experiences of commitment to the team (as a whole) through accountability, relat
edness, and competence. 

I would just say that I put in more effort to look up new drills or look up specific cues I think 
they’re going to hit or watch film, and I just inherently will do more. When that’s the case, I 
also look for other opportunities to keep building the team connection through doing 
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different team bonding events or writing thank you letters and just doing outside [of sport] 
activities … I keep thinking back to volleyball this season in terms of we had a great relation
ship with the team, and it made it really easy to want to do things and to do things together, 
because we were all just flowing together. C2-VGV

When the CTR is perceived as positive, commitment is characterised as attached, where 
both coaches and athletes display willing behaviours by exerting effort individually and 
collectively as a team. 

When your players trust you, they’re willing to work hard and buy into the team. C3-VGL

When the CTR is perceived as negative, commitment is characterised as detached, where 
the coaches and athletes display withdrawal behaviours by transferring their commitment 
from the team as a whole (inclusive of the coach) to their peers, where intra-team 
dynamics separate from the coach. 

I think that if you don’t have a good coach-team relationship, then that’s when my players 
might start to turn against the coach. SA11-VBB

Similar to the characteristics of support (see above), coaches and athletes share compar
able experiences of exerting less effort individually, leading to withdrawal from partici
pation and “buy-in” to the team as a whole. 

It can be poor body language; to me, that is the first trigger. It’s the visual cues, the huffing 
and puffing, and kind of crossed arms closed-off cues. C3-VGL

However, while coaches report exerting less effort, they remain committed to the team as 
a whole, albeit divided and not reciprocated by the majority of the athletes. The intra- 
team athlete-to-athlete relationships form a stronger bond, and the coaches work to 
understand the causes of the team division. 

I’ve learnt over the years when it is negative, I’ve just got to double down on figuring out why 
that relationship isn’t strong. They don’t have to love me, they don’t have to like me, but we 
can still be respectful, and we can still work together. C5-VGB

Across all three characteristics, there is a common thread. When the CTR is viewed posi
tively, the coaches and athletes experience a cohesive bond that includes the entire team. 
Conversely, when the CTR is perceived negatively, the differential dynamics within the 
team (AAR & CAR) become more pronounced, leading to division between the athletes 
and the coach as well as the team and the coach.

Some of the athletes shared that their experiences of the CTR differed at the “club” 
level compared to high school. Where “club” sports such as volleyball, softball, basketball 
and soccer were more competitive and performance outcome-oriented, they reported 
that participation in high school was more socially oriented (play with friends). In a 
similar vein, some of the coaches also noted that the CTR might vary as a function of com
petitive level. One specific coach reflected on their differing coaching experiences 
between coaching a lacrosse team at the collegiate level and at the high school level: 

I think at the high school level, I see it a little bit differently, just in that I spend less time with 
them. We pretty much only get the five months we have together as a team, and then they’re 
off participating either in other sports or other activities throughout the year, so I see them, 
obviously, in passing and kind of celebrate them as student-athletes in their other 
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endeavours. But in terms of my coach-to-team experience, I’m only getting them from 
January to May … When I was coaching at the college level, we were with our students 10 
months out of the year. So, I would say that collectively, that relationship was just that 
much greater because, for the most part, the student-athletes were only participating in 
lacrosse. There weren’t other multi-sport athletes and other activities taking priority at 
other times of the year, so just the focus was more on the sport. We just had more time to 
create a different chemistry within our coaching and team dynamics. C3-VGL

Thus, the present results also suggest that the CTR (and its characteristics) may appear 
differently at varying levels of sport, such as grassroots, university, academy, and elite.

Discussion

The focus of this study was to explore the nature of the CTR within youth team sports and 
its characteristics pertaining to coach and athlete perceptions when positive and nega
tive. Reflexive thematic analysis of the data obtained from 12 athletes and 11 coaches 
revealed that (a) the CTR was characterised as passion, support, and commitment, (b) 
the characteristics of CTRs when positive (harmonious passion, integrated support, and 
attached commitment), (c) the characteristics of CTRs when negative (diminished 
passion, divided support, and detached commitment), (d) the role and significance of 
CTR on the coach-athlete and athlete-athlete relationships, (e) the role and significance 
of CTR through a proposed team sport tripartite relationship model. Overall, it was 
revealed that the relationship between the coach and the team is important and variable 
at the youth level of competitive team sports.

This study found that the 3Cs of the 3 + 1Cs motivational model came through in the 
findings, highlighting the importance of commitment, closeness and complementarity 
within the CTR model at the team level and individually. The findings revealed that the 
CTR’s characteristics differed when perceived as positive or negative. When the CTR 
was perceived positively, team unity prospered, with CARs and AARs subsumed by the 
CTR, resulting in a synergetic relationship triad. For example, when a positive CTR was 
experienced, harmonious passion, integrated support, and attached commitment not 
only characterised team-level outcomes but also allowed for positive transference to 
the perceived quality of coach-athlete and peer relationships, further strengthening the 
team’s unity.

While this study draws conceptually from the CAR literature, it also contributes to the 
broader field of sports coaching research, which extends beyond dyadic coach-athlete 
interactions to encompass a more systemic view of coaching practice. Contemporary 
coaching literature emphasises coaching as a complex social and relational activity invol
ving multiple stakeholders, dynamic group processes, and contextual adaptation 
(Cushion et al., 2006; Jones & Wallace, 2006; Lyle & Cushion, 2016). The conception of 
the CTR developed in this study aligns with this shift, highlighting the need to understand 
how coaches influence and are influenced by the collective relational climate within a 
team. Rather than viewing coaching relationships in isolation, the findings support a hol
istic, ecological view that recognises the interdependence of relationships among ath
letes, between athletes and coaches, and across the team as a social unit. Thus, this 
work adds value not only to relational models such as the 3 + 1Cs but also to applied 
coaching frameworks that prioritise communication, leadership style, team cohesion, 
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and the social construction of trust and safety in coaching environments (Nelson et al., 
2025; North et al., 2018).

However, the findings revealed that when a negative CTR was experienced, diminished 
passion, divided support, and detached commitment caused the unity of the team to col
lapse. When the CTR was negative, most coaches adopted a hierarchical, autocratic style 
of coaching in an attempt to establish control and connect with their team. To fix the 
issues at the team level, the coach’s communication and behavioural style would place 
more importance on enhancing the quality of individual relationships between 
coaches, athletes, and peers. Similar findings were found in previous CAR research by 
Lorimer and Jowett (2009). They identified that different communication, and behavioural 
styles were adopted by coaches when addressing individual sport athletes in contrast to 
those participating in team sports. Divided support emerged as a critical issue when the 
CTR was perceived negatively, fracturing the cohesion of the team and prompting ath
letes and coaches to retreat into hierarchical subgroups or interpersonal cliques. These 
findings echo those of Cushion and Jones (2006), who identified divided support (collec
tive athlete perceptions of misrecognition of power) as a core challenge in coaching con
texts, particularly where inconsistent/ unclear communication undermines team unity. In 
such environments, athletes often seek emotional, social and psychological safety within 
peer relationships rather than from their coaches, mirroring the present studies’ findings 
that athletes gravitate toward their teammates when feeling unsupported or misunder
stood by their coaches.

Conversely, coaches in this study attempted to regain control and connection by enga
ging more closely with individual athletes (often favourites), inadvertently deepening the 
divide. This dynamic reinforces how critical cohesive integrated support is, not just to 
team performance but to athletes’ sense of belonging, safety and trust within the 
broader team environment. Similarly, Cooke et al. (2024) explored psychological safety 
in high-performance sports environments, highlighting that a lack of cohesive support 
can erode trust and hinder open communication between coaches and athletes. This 
underscores the importance of fostering an environment where both athletes and 
coaches feel secure to express concerns and collaborate effectively.

These findings have important implications for athlete and coach well-being. For ath
letes, the quality of the CTR may influence not only motivation and performance but also 
broader psychosocial outcomes such as identity formation, belonging, and emotional 
safety, especially in adolescence. Equally, the relational demands placed on coaches, par
ticularly in youth sport, can be substantial. When relational dynamics within the team 
become unsustainable, emerging research suggests that coaches often experience 
emotional exhaustion, role overload, and burnout as a result of the complex interpersonal 
and organisational pressures they face (Bentzen et al., 2016; Olusoga et al., 2010). Future 
research should consider how CTRs affect coaches’ mental health and occupational well- 
being and explore strategies to support them in managing the social and emotional com
plexity of team environments.

The primary focus of this study was to understand the nature of the CTR in youth team 
sports, and it is important to reflect on how the developmental stage of these junior ath
letes likely shaped the kinds of relationships they formed with one another and their 
coaches. Literature on adolescent attachment (e.g., Allen & Miga, 2010) and youth friend
ship dynamics (Hartup, 1996; Smith & Ullrich-French, 2020) offers useful context, 
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highlighting that such relationships are not only functional but also formative, shaped by 
evolving social, emotional, and identity needs. Parallels can also be drawn with other 
competitive–cooperative environments, such as the military, where cohesion and leader
ship are critical under pressure (MacCoun et al., 2006). More broadly, the emergent pat
terned attitudinal space in this study may be understood as a social construct, a shared 
reality co-created through ongoing interaction, which underscores the intersubjective 
nature of relational experiences in sport and may reflect more universal processes of 
bonding, leadership, and cooperation. Further research, especially quantitative in 
nature, could further explore this attitudinal space as a multidimensional construct 
grounded in developmental, social and cognitive psychology.

The research findings underscore the critical role and significance of the coach-team 
dynamic within the subsystem of youth sports, highlighting its impact on two primary 
stakeholders who can influence, or be influenced by, athletes: peers and coaches 
(Smith & Mellano, 2022). Positive CTRs improved coaches’ and athletes’ perceptions 
of relationship quality between the coach and individual athletes as well as among 
the athletes. The significance of positive CTRs in improving the quality of CARs is 
embedded in research on the outcomes associated with high-quality CARs in team 
sports. For example, Olympiou et al. (2008) suggested that the quality of the CAR 
impacts young athletes’ motivational patterns and affects important outcomes such 
as enjoyment, satisfaction and persistence in organised sports. Similarly, with peers 
acting as essential contributors to athletes’ behaviours, attitudes, experiences, and out
comes in youth sports (see Smith et al., 2019; Weiss & Stuntz, 2004), there is impor
tance to developing high-quality peer relationships. The significance of positive CTRs 
in improving the quality of AARs may lead to thwarting conflict (Holt et al., 2012) 
and victimisation (Partridge & Knapp, 2016) amongst peers and, ultimately, promoting 
more positive psychosocial development via sporting involvement. The significance 
and composition of the CTR revealed in this study underscore the value given to 
the team’s needs as well as individual needs, resulting in either strengthening relation
ships and forging more interdependence within the team or weakening the relation
ships and forming a division between the coach and the team.

The interviews also uncovered a potential synergistic tripartite relationship model con
sisting of the coach-athlete, athlete-to-athlete, and coach-team relationships (see Figure 
1). First, the results provide evidence of a hierarchical conceptualisation of the 3Cs in team 
sports. As such, our findings are in accordance with Rhind et al.’s (2012) call for a model of 
relationship quality within team sports that may better fit the data generated. Second, the 
model unveils the dynamic and interrelated nature of relationships in team sports. Third, 
considering Jowett and colleagues’ (see Jowett & Cockerill, 2003; Jowett & Meek, 2000; 
Jowett & Ntoumanis, 2004) extensive work on the development of the 3 + 1Cs model 
and the CART-Q, this study’s qualitative results provide evidence for further investigation 
of the antecedents and consequences of positive and negative CTRs. Based on this line of 
work, there will be a basis for developing and validating a self-report instrument that 
measures the nature of the CTR (based on current findings, we would expect this ques
tionnaire to be multidimensional). It is possible that in assessing the quality of the CTR 
via a quantitative assessment tool, there may be at least three sub-dimensions or 
factors centreing on the emotional aspects (passion), the cognitive facets (support) and 
the behavioural manifestations (commitment).
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In a systematic review by Lefebvre et al. (2016), findings showed that coaching devel
opment programmes (CDPs) were primarily aimed at improving professional skills and 
technical knowledge – with very few trying to improve interpersonal and intrapersonal 
coach behaviours. Moreover, a more recent systematic review (Silva et al., 2020) identified 
only ten CDPs that targeted intrapersonal coach behaviours, despite self-reflection and 
awareness being key characteristics of effective coaching (Hague et al., 2021). The out
comes of proposed future studies stemming from this research are critical for CDPs 
aimed at team intervention and relationship enhancement. For example, considering 
the nature and quality of the CTR potentially aids in exploring the social dynamics 
within sports teams with the general purview of understanding the implications for 
both individual and team-level outcomes (e.g., Eys et al., 2019; Lyle, 2020).

Finally, some of the athletes and coaches in the present study suggested that there may 
be differences in the nature of the CTR as a function of competitive level. Such findings are 
aligned with what has been reported in the coaching efficacy literature. That is, past research 
has revealed the type and relevance of specific sources of efficacy information to vary 
between collegiate, high school and recreational coaches (i.e., Feltz et al., 1999; Myers 
et al., 2005). Additionally, there are cultural and contextual differences in sports participation 
at the high school level. For example, interscholastic sports in the USA are typically not cur
riculum-based (i.e., they are extracurricular). In contrast, school sports are PE curriculum- 
based in most other countries (Pot & Van Hilvoorde, 2013). These differences highlight 
the importance of future studies on adopting the same language across sports participation 
as elite and non-elite individuals. Due to the competitive and educational differences, the 
evolving concept of CTRs in team sports may not fully represent all youth team sports in 
all countries. While this small particular sample may not be considered conclusive nor 
necessarily generalisable, it allowed for an initial in-depth study of the key questions. It pro
vided a foundation for future replication studies to explore other sports environments, such 
as educational, college/university, elite, and diverse cultural settings (Morse, 2015).

Conclusions

The main objective of this study was to extend the scope of existing research by concep
tualising the concept of the CTR and its nature when positive and negative. The CTR can 
be defined as a social construct that impacts team members’ motivations individually and 
collectively. At the heart of these findings, the 4Cs of the 3 + 1Cs motivational model (clo
seness, commitment, complementarity and co-orientation) influence the quality of the 
coach-team relationship when the CTR is experienced positively or negatively. Further 
research is required to define the outcomes of the CTR when positive and negative. 
High school-level coaches and athletes all reported that the CTR existed, which is 
separate from the CAR. They also perceived the CTR to be an important aspect of how 
the team is functioning/they are experiencing their sport involvement. The key character
istics of the CTR which emerged from the qualitative data were passion, support, and 
commitment, with differing inferences regarding when the CTR was perceived as positive 
or negative.
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