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Background 

The United Kingdom Strength and Conditioning Association (UKSCA)’s aim is to 

ensure that accredited S&C coaches provide “world class coaching in S&C to athletes at all 

levels” (UKSCA, 2020b, para. 1). In this regard, the UKSCA, like other strength and 

conditioning (S&C) associations, focuses its curricula on biophysical-technological 

knowledge. This enables coaches to gain the essential scientific knowledge to effectively 

coach by creating high quality exercise prescription that enhance the biophysical potential of 

athletes (Shurley et al., 2019; UKSCA, 2022a). However, coaching is an inherently relational 

activity, meaning that to increase biophysical performance in their athletes, S&C coaches 

need to know how to motivate, work with, and support their athletes. Psychosocial 

knowledge is essential to help S&C coaches deliver and integrate their biophysical-

technological knowledge when working with others (Jones et al., 2004). Gearity et al. (2020) 

have identified that psychosocial coaching practice includes psychological, pedagogical, 

philosophical, and sociocultural competencies (see Table 1). Indeed, psychosocial 

competencies are an essential aspect of an athlete-centred coaching approach, in which 

coaches focus on the overall well-being of the athlete (ICCE, 2013). Evidence shows that 

athletes prefer an athlete-centred S&C coach (e.g., Szedlak et al., 2015, 2020). Yet, to date, 

S&C education (i.e., workshops, textbooks, conferences) tends to omit opportunities to 

develop psychosocial coaching competencies, which at best limits S&C coaches’ knowledge 

of how to be athlete-centred and may even infer and promote coach-centered norms.  

Table 1.  
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Definition of psychosocial competencies adapted from Gearity et al., 2022 

Psychosocial Competencies Definition 

 

Pedagogical  Knowledge, skill, and ability of a coach to design 

practice; provide effective instruction and create an 

effective learning and performing context with a 

reflective cycle (e.g., Carson et al., 2021)  

Philosophical  Underlying values and beliefs that guide the coach’s 

behaviours and that play out when creating a vision and 

mission, but also guide the methods used in learning or 

performance objectives (e.g., Caulfield & Gearity, 

2018) 

Psychological  Knowledge, skill, and ability of a coach to manage or 

cope with their and other sport performers’ (e.g., 

athletes) mental skills/health, emotions, and cognitions, 

and how these affect others around them  

(e.g., Szedlak et al., 2020) 

Sociocultural  

 

Understanding, awareness, and subsequent actions with 

the social environment and shared ways of life, 

patterns, and differences of people, communities, and 

sports (e.g., Thomas et al., 2021) 

  

A coach-centered practice has been associated with athlete maltreatment (Kidman, 

2005). This has been recently seen, for example, in news reports about the toxic culture in 

GB swimming and a racist culture within Yorkshire Cricket Club (British Broadcasting 

Corporation, 2022). Therefore, it is necessary for S&C coaches to learn to navigate 

interpersonal relationships between themselves, their athletes, and other support staff, as well 

as have awareness and insight into their own behaviours and actions to ensure safe, ethical, 

inclusive, and positive experiences for sport participants.  

A Collaborative Project 

To address these concerns in S&C coaches’ psychosocial skill development, the 

UKSCA partnered with the authors and were awarded a Partner Engagement Grant by the 

Social Science and Humanities Council of Canada. The project has two phases. This report 

will summarise the methods and major findings of phase one. The aim of phase one was to 

understand what the leaders of curriculum development, delivery, and assessment in the 

UKSCA perceived to be important psychosocial competencies when coaching S&C and why. 
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Given that the stakeholders are mostly individuals with expertise in biophysical-technological 

knowledge (and not psychosocial knowledge), we also uncovered which psychosocial skills 

and sociocultural contexts went unnoticed.  

Summary of Method and Procedure 

The participants were 30 stakeholders of the UKSCA (male = 27; female = 3), 

including those responsible for curriculum development, delivery, and assessment (e.g., 

tutors, assessors, board members). Each stakeholder took part in a one-on-one semi-

structured interview. Prior to their first interview, the participants provided informed consent 

and completed a demographic questionnaire. To stimulate discussion around psychosocial 

competencies, we used five previously developed vignettes that focused on the successful 

delivery by a S&C coach of psychological, pedagogical, and philosophical coaching 

competencies (vignettes one to five). We also developed three new vignettes that included the 

problematic delivery of sociocultural coaching competencies by a S&C coach (vignettes six 

to eight). Each vignette had an overarching psychosocial theme and a number of sub-themes. 

All vignettes were based on current research regarding effective/ineffective psychosocial 

coaching practice in S&C (e.g., Szedlak et al., 2018). Each participant reviewed two vignettes 

in total: one from vignettes 1-5 and the other from vignettes 6-8. To view the vignettes please 

follow the QR code below. We analysed the data using an inductive and deductive reflexive 

thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2016).  
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Table 2 near here 

Our Findings 

We created eight short videos that further detail the main findings regarding each vignette. 

Please follow the QR code below.  
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Applied Considerations 

The findings of phase one indicate that stakeholders were able to identify many 

psychological, pedagogical, and philosophical coaching competencies as effective and 

ineffective. In addition, they recognised blatant sociocultural coaching incompetence, such as 

overt discriminatory behaviours. While the stakeholders are commended on their knowledge, 

there were covert microaggressions that went unnoticed or even accepted, which is sensible 

as these behaviors are normalised within the culture of S&C (and sport and society more 

generally). Indeed, Markula and Pringle (2006) highlighted that a masculine culture is 

dominant in sports coaching and Thomas et al. (2021) pointed out that gender discrimination 

within S&C is often subtle, yet pervasive. These findings highlight how the current work of 

the UKSCA’s equity, diversity, and inclusivity (EDI) panel and the vital role it plays in 
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actively addressing appropriate and inappropriate language and behaviour to uncover 

improper accepted norms that make EDI in S&C difficult.  

 Overall, these findings indicate that stakeholders perceive that psychosocial coaching 

competencies are integral to developing effective S&C coaching practice. Their 

understanding provides weight to the UKSCA’s push in developing psychosocial skills in the 

curriculum. It also addresses the recent call for S&C organizations like the UKSCA to 

address the gap between what is taught in S&C coaching curricula (i.e. biophysical-

technological knowledge; Gearity et al., 2020) and what stakeholders perceive is required to 

be an effective S&C coach, which includes psychosocial competencies (LaPlaca & Shemp, 

2020). In phase two, we identify how psychosocial development, including sociocultural 

awareness, could be further integrated throughout the UKSCA curriculum. This provides an 

opportunity for the UKSCA to effectively address sociocultural issues within coach 

development, including addressing covert and overt discrimination. These steps will lead to 

better EDI and relational coaching knowledge and approaches by UKSCA accredited 

coaches, and could inspire other S&C organizations to follow suit.   
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