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A Scandinavian perspective on high-performance 
coaching: an ethically based balancing act between four 
interrelated knowledge dimensions

Per Gerrevall, Carl Axel Hageskog, Jørgen Bagger Kjær , Daniel Bjärsholm 
and Susanne Linnér

Department of Sport Science, Linnaeus University, Växjö, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This study aimed to formulate the characteristic features of Scandinavian 
successful high-performance coaching. We took our point of departure 
in the works of Côté and Gilbert (2009, 2013) concerning the knowledge 
possessed by high-performance coaches. We interviewed 18 successful 
Scandinavian coaches who were deeply committed to their respective 
coaching assignments and had achieved great success through the 
performances of their practitioners at major championships. We then 
conducted a thematic analysis of the interview data, identifying, ana-
lysing and reporting patterns (themes). Our results show that 
Scandinavian high-performance coaching is a value-based and sensitive 
balancing act between four knowledge dimensions: analytical and sys-
tematic, authority and stability, relational and communicative, and 
innovative and creative development. The four dimensions, together 
with an ethical core, form the link between Côté and Gilbert (2009) 
categorisation of high-performance coaches’ knowledge base and how 
this knowledge is put into practice.

Introduction

In times when international championships have become increasingly important for indi-
vidual athletes and nations, as well as for stakeholders, sponsors and media, and considering 
that most championships occur with a low frequency, coaches and coaching become even 
more important in what has been described as the global sporting arms race between nations 
(De Bosscher et al. 2008). As a result, and together with the professionalisation, commer-
cialisation and globalisation of (elite) sport, sport coaching has developed into a legitimate 
and important profession (see, e.g. Kjær 2019; Potrac, Gilbert, and Denison 2013; B. Taylor 
and Garratt 2010b; W. Taylor and Garratt 2013). In particular, the development of high-
performance (HP) sports coaches has been proposed as vital in the professionalisation of 
sports coaching (Rynne and Mallett 2012). In the professionalisation process, W. Taylor 
and Garratt (2013) suggest that a distinct and specialised body of knowledge and an explicit 
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ethical base and value system are important elements in the development of coaches’ pro-
fessional practice.

Prior research on the actual knowledge base of HP coaching is limited. Research has 
been conducted on the development road to becoming an expert HP coach and the training 
and gaining of new knowledge (Erickson, Côté, and Fraser-Thomas 2007; Koh, Mallett, 
and Wang 2011; Mallett, Rynne, and Billett 2016; Nash and Sproule 2009; Rynne and Mallett 
2012; Trudel, Paquette, and Lewis 2022). There is also a small body of work studying the 
traits and leadership of successful HP coaches. Findings suggest that expert coaches have 
a drive for personal growth and knowledge acquisition (Bloom and Salmela 2000; Lara-
Bercial and Mallett 2016; Vallée and Bloom 2016); are good teachers (Bloom and Salmela 
2000; Tharp and Gallimore 1976); are able to communicate effectively (Becker 2009; Bloom 
and Salmela 2000); and have strong planning and management skills (Vallée and Bloom 
2016). Planning includes day-to-day as well as long-term planning and even the overall 
vision for the program (Lara-Bercial and Mallett 2016; Vallée and Bloom 2016). Studies 
suggest that elite coaches score high on emotional intelligence (Bloom and Salmela 2000; 
Chan and Mallett 2011; Lara-Bercial and Mallett 2016). However, studies have also revealed 
that a HP coach should be able to behave ruthlessly (but not heartlessly) (Lara-Bercial and 
Mallett 2016) or perhaps have elements of ‘dark leadership’ behaviours (Serpell et al. 2021). 
The balance between being supportive and ruthless is one example of Hemmestad’s (2013) 
concept of an act of balance (balansekunst) characterising sports coaching at the elite level. 
Being a HP coach means, from Hemmestad’s perspective, balancing between different 
positions or possible path choices, where the conditions are constantly changing. The afore-
mentioned studies were mostly conducted with elite coaches from Division 1 colleges in 
the United States, Canada and Australia, but only a few of their athletes competed at the 
Olympic level. Moreover, several of these studies were conducted with coaches within a 
single sport or (US) university conference.

In sum, prior research on the actual knowledge base of HP coaching, which can be 
considered successful over time, is limited. One exception, using a psychological perspective, 
is the work done by Lara-Bercial and Mallett (e.g. 2016; see also Mallett and Lara-Bercial 
2016). They use the term ‘serial winning coaches’ to describe coaches ‘who have, repeatedly 
and over a sustained period of time, coached teams and athletes to gold medals at the highest 
level of competition such as the Olympic Games, the World Championships, or major 
professional leagues’ (Mallett and Lara-Bercial 2016, 294). In the present work, we aimed 
to contribute to the research field on HP coaching within a professionalisation context by 
focusing on coaches’ knowledge base and how this knowledge base is put into practice. HP 
coaches’ knowledge is something athletes highlight as instrumental in their development 
towards greatness (Becker 2009; Lyle 2002). As such, this paper will supplement the psy-
chological perspectives (e.g. traits) of HP coaches with a pedagogical perspective on the 
knowledge base of HP coaching. By doing so, we follow the perspective of B. Taylor and 
Garratt (2010a), who suggest that an interdisciplinary perspective ‘can help provide us with 
a more enlightened perspective, or set of theoretical ‘lenses’ through which to study coach-
ing. Thus, it should be seen as a social and culturally embedded educational activity’ (106). 
Following the point that coaching is a social and culturally embedded activity, it is important 
to seek empirical evidence from different countries and regions to nuance the picture of 
HP coaching in different cultural contexts (Lara-Bercial et al. 2022; Moustakas et al. 2022; 
Serpell et al. 2021). To our knowledge, no studies have explored Scandinavian HP coaching 
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at the Olympic and world championship levels, and thus this special issue gives us an 
opportunity to provide examples of best practices in HP coaching. It is often difficult to get 
access to successful HP coaches, especially with Olympic-level coaching experience (Serpell 
et al. 2021). Through our study, we have tried to formulate the characteristic features of 
successful Scandinavian HP coaching in relation to the general descriptions of coaching. 
In that way, we provide a Scandinavian perspective on HP professional coaching practice. 
We do not intend to provide a systematic overview of differences between coaching practices 
in various parts of the world; however, characteristics of Scandinavian HP coaching will 
probably be found in contexts all over the world. In line with the call from Rynne and Mallett 
(2012), we contribute to the research field on the professionalisation of HP coaching as well 
as providing empirical evidence for the professional field. We envision that this article can 
also be part of reading lists for (HP) coach education.

In the following sections, we present our theoretical perspective on the classification of 
knowledge (i.e. professional, interpersonal and intrapersonal knowledge) developed by 
Côté and Gilbert (2009; Gilbert and Côté 2013). Then we present the methodology for our 
interview study of 18 successful Scandinavian HP coaches (see Hageskog and Gerrevall 
2019). Thereafter, we present our findings in accordance with our theoretical perspective. 
Lastly, we discuss the findings in relation to prior research as well as implications for the 
professional practice of HP coaching and coach education.

Theoretical perspective

We have chosen to take our point of departure in the works presented by Côté and Gilbert 
(2009, 2013; see also ICCE (International Council for Coaching Excellence) 2013) concern-
ing the knowledge possessed by HP coaches. Their research has been widely accepted and 
used as a characterisation of the knowledge base of HP coaches. It takes an interdisciplinary 
approach to coaching as recommended by Bush et al. (2013) and B. Taylor and Garratt 
(2010a). Côté and Gilbert divide coaches’ knowledge into professional, interpersonal and 
intrapersonal knowledge. Professional knowledge, in turn, can be divided into several cat-
egories. One is sport-specific knowledge, which includes knowledge of the specific sport, 
its history and tradition, regulations, training and competition forms, technique, and tactics. 
Professional knowledge also includes the subject-specific knowledge a coach needs in areas 
such as physiology, biomechanics, medicine, nutrition, sports psychology, management, 
and so on. According to Gilbert and Côté (2013), another part of the professional knowledge 
is pedagogical knowledge and skills, which correspond to Shulman’s (1986) pedagogical 
content knowledge. The importance of well-developed pedagogical skills is also highlighted 
by Fahlström, Glemne, and Linnér (2016).

Interpersonal knowledge is the basis for the coach’s work with relationships and coop-
eration between different parties. A high degree of emotional intelligence is important for 
a coach (Bloom and Salmela 2000; Chan and Mallett 2011; Lara-Bercial and Mallett 2016). 
Collaboration with athletes and others in the management team is the primary form of 
interpersonal work needed before and during a championship, but collaboration is also 
required with other stakeholders.

Gilbert and Côté (2013) describe a coach’s intrapersonal skills as self-understanding and 
the ability for introspection and reflection. Self-understanding includes self-knowledge and 
self-confidence, that is, knowledge of one’s strengths and limitations, but also belief in one’s 
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capacity. The relationship between interpersonal and intrapersonal knowledge is of course 
central in coaching and has become even more essential over the years, which we will come 
back to when we discuss our results.

In sum, Côté and Gilbert (2009, 2013) emphasise that coaches’ overall knowledge 
integrates knowledge from three areas: professional, interpersonal and intrapersonal. 
In a sports coaching context, knowledge ‘represent[s] a complex structure of coaches’ 
declarative (knowing) and procedural (doing knowledge)’ (Côté and Gilbert 2009, 309). 
The knowledge base in itself can be hard to trace; instead, it is what coaches actually do 
which can be seen. It is the ‘doing knowledge’ that we want to explore. As such, Côté 
and Gilbert’s framework is a useful lens to explore the craft of HP coaching. Based on 
this framework, we will investigate how the different areas of knowledge are expressed 
in coaching.

Method

Our empirical data came from interviews with 18 successful Scandinavian coaches. Inspired 
by the dialogue seminar-method, which aims to exchange experience through reflection 
(see Hammarén 2002; see also Göranzon 2011), and to provide examples of best-practice 
HP coaching, we used professional problems and real-life situations and experiences taken 
from the HP coaching practice of one of the authors, Carl Axel Hageskog. He was the 
national team coach in tennis for the Swedish Davis Cup team from 1985 to 2002, and led 
them to win the tournament five times. The experiences and challenges that Hageskog faced 
during his long career were validated as scientifically important to investigate by other 
colleagues. In the interviews, and in line with the dialogue seminar-method, the problems 
and situations from Hageskog’s career were used as authentic triggers for the participants 
to reflect upon their coaching (i.e. ‘doing knowledge’).

Before the interviews, a dialogue-guide was developed based on the identified problems 
and situations. It covered the following themes and contained several open-ended questions:

•	 Background (How did you become a HP coach? What were the conditions for and 
terms of the assignment you were given?)

•	 Assignment and knowledge (What do the assignment as a HP coach entail? What 
knowledge and skills are required to be successful?)

•	 The formation of a management team (How did you build your management team 
around the active/the active? What competencies were important to include?)

•	 Planning and preparations for the championship, both for the coach and for the 
athletes (When did your preparations begin and what did they entail? What differences 
do you experience if you compare the first times with later ones when you were 
‘experienced’?)

•	 Coaching during championships (How were team selections made? How did you 
manage wins and losses during championships? What dilemmas do you face before 
and during the championship? How did you manage critical situations and how were 
decisions made in these? What does improvisation mean to you?)

•	 Development as a HP coach (How have you personally developed in your role? What 
do you think you contributed the most through your leadership?)
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The dialogue-guide also included a request for three good pieces of advice to other HP 
coaches. In essence, we wanted to put words to the tacit knowledge base that HP coaches 
have but might not always express explicitly (B. Taylor and Garratt 2010a).

Finally, all interviewees received the themes of the dialogue-guide in advance to 
prepare themselves before the interviews, and they were also informed of the Swedish 
Research Council’s ethical principles (Swedish Research Council 2017). They were 
informed that publication, where information can be traced to individuals, requires 
consent from the persons concerned. Consent was then obtained before the interviews 
were conducted. All quotes were sent out for inspection by and approval from the par-
ticipating coaches, but also with the possibility to be revised in line with member reflec-
tions (Smith 2018).

Selection of participants

Based on a purposive sampling strategy (see Robinson 2014), 18 successful Scandinavian 
coaches were selected from Sweden, Norway and Iceland, all national team coaches in 
their respective sports (see Table 1). The most important inclusion criterion was that 
the coaches had to be successful over time. As such, what our interviewees had in com-
mon was that they were all deeply committed to their respective coaching assignments 
over time, and had achieved great success through the performances of their practitioners 
at major championships. Together, they had more than 200 medals in championships at 
the highest international level, such as the Olympics, world championships and European 
championships. Besides this, we also wanted the participants to represent different sports, 
both individual sports and team sports, and to include both female and male coaches 
in our sample. Our reason for wanting a variety of sports and genders among the coaches 
was that this, together with providing thick descriptions of the coaches’ thoughts on our 
themes, would enable generalisation in terms of transferability of our findings (see Smith 
2018; Tracy 2010).

Table 1. P resentation of participating national team coaches1.
Name Sport Gender Country

Jarle Aambø Alpine skiing Male Norway
Agne Bergvall Athletics Male Sweden
Vésteinn Hafsteinsson Athletics Male Iceland
Curt Einarsson Bandy Male Sweden
Kenth Hultqvist Bandy Male Sweden
Stefan Lindeberg Canoeing Male Sweden
Dag Kaas Cross-country skiing Male Norway
Marika Domanski Lyfors Football Female Sweden
Tommy Svensson Football Male Sweden
Kristina Landgren Carestam Floorball Female Sweden
Bengt Johansson Handball Male Sweden
Marit Breivik Handball Female Norway
Conny Evensson Ice hockey Male Sweden
Marita Skogum Orienteering Female Sweden
Tore Øvrebø Rowing Male Norway
Alex Stöckl Ski jumping Male Norway
Anne Forsell Swimming Female Sweden
Glenn Östh Table tennis Male Sweden
1All participants have had national assignments as coaches with responsibility in 

the Olympics or world championships, but their titles vary.
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Data collection

All interviews were carried out in person by Carl Axel Hageskog. The main reasons for this 
were that the interviews were based on authentic triggers drawn from his professional career 
as a coach, used open-ended questions as prescribed by Bryman (2016), and were intended 
to take the form of an authentic professional discussion. As suggested by Maxwell (2013), 
we believed this was achieved, as several coaches highlighted this during the interviews. 
One coach said that they had enjoyed ‘your company, because we understand each other’, 
and another coach highlighted that they had ‘tried to explain this to researchers before, but 
they haven’t understood’. These reactions show that Hageskog using his experiences to get 
them to reflect on their coaching was successful.

The interviews lasted between 90 and 270 min. They were recorded, using both video 
and audio, and partially transcribed with a focus on summarising and synthesising the 
meaning of the dialogues. After the transcripts were completed, they were checked against 
the recordings to ensure consistency. Furthermore, all the quotes that appear in this research 
were controlled and approved by the respective interviewees. At this time, they also had 
the opportunity to develop the quotes that related to their own coaching practices, and all 
coaches used this opportunity.

Data analysis

The analysis procedure was influenced by Braun’s and Clarke’s (2006) step-by-step guide 
for thematic analyses. They distinguish between two types of thematic analysis: a theo-
ry-bound form and a more open form that is applicable in different types of contexts. Our 
analysis mostly followed the latter form. We wanted to work inductively and be open to 
themes generated through the dialogues. The purpose of a thematic analysis is identifying, 
analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data (i.e. the coaches’ thoughts on their 
coaching).

First, we carefully reviewed the videos and transcripts of the interviews to become famil-
iar with the data collected. In step two, themes were identified in each transcript. The themes 
were closely related to the areas in the dialogue-guide, but were based on the qualitative 
ways in which the participants dealt with each specific area. In the third step, the themes 
were named, defined and organised into a thematic map. Themes included in the map were, 
for example:

•	 care, respect and fair play
•	 analysis, reflection and evaluation
•	 systematics and long-term planning versus improvisation
•	 creativity, innovation and development
•	 communication and interpersonal relations
•	 personal development

Given that we intended to focus on examples and qualities of successful HP coaching, 
we focused our analysis on similarities in the interviewees’ statements. But interestingly, 
there were not many differences between the interviewees, even though they were selected 
to represent different sports and genders. In the final step of the analysis, connections were 
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made between the themes and perspectives generated from the scientific works of Côté and 
Gilbert (2009, 2013) and Lara-Bercial and Mallett (2016). At this stage, various knowledge 
dimensions emerged, which became the core of our results.

Results

Côté and Gilbert (2009, 2013) emphasise coaches’ integration of professional, interpersonal 
and intrapersonal knowledge. These different areas of knowledge derive their content from 
the actual sport. We investigated how this integration of different areas of knowledge was 
expressed in coaching. We identified four dimensions that, through a well-functioning 
interaction, characterised how knowledge was transformed into the coaching practices of 
Scandinavian HP coaches: analytical and systematic, authority and stability, relational and 
communicative, and innovative and creative development. Each dimension is supported by 
different qualities that together form a whole. But, most important, there is an ethical core 
that intervenes in all dimensions of knowledge. It is this ethical base that is expressed in 
value-based leadership, which was perhaps the most characteristic feature we found of HP 
coaching. The four knowledge dimensions together with the ethical base are presented in 
Figure 1.

The knowledge dimensions are given their specific content by the specific sport, which 
means that a HP coach’s professional knowledge must always be based on knowledge of 
their sport. Successful HP coaching is based on an interaction between all four dimensions 
of knowledge, and the coach’s responsiveness and sensitivity to what each situation requires 
is the basis for how the dimensions are balanced. In turn, all these dimensions depend on 
professional, intrapersonal and interpersonal knowledge. We will now describe these dimen-
sions and their ethical base.

The ethical base

The ethical base is the important core for all dimensions of coaching knowledge.

We must show that it is possible to compete in a fair way. Then we’ll tackle every area that can 
affect the bottom line … We must make sure that we work to be at the forefront in all areas. 
Then we build self-confidence, self-reliance. We don’t have to worry about others making 
things up. But should you do it and gain confidence that it is possible to win against those who 
are doing a lot of fluff. Then there must not be a ripple in the edge against unauthorised meth-
ods. (National team coach, canoeing)

The ethical base is expressed in what is usually referred to as values-based leadership 
(see, e.g. Kirkhaug 2015). In short, the ethical base means that coaching starts with the 
values and ethics agreed upon.

We were underdogs for a long period. We had a culture, we are not the best in the world, but 
we must behave nicely. We were the Norwegian small team. They were nice people, they 
talked to the receptionist, they behaved well. While the stars from Austria were used to getting 
what they wanted, they always set high demands and were never satisfied. We got a good 
position early on that way. (National team coach, alpine skiing)

The ethical ground is also the basis for trust. The athletes must be able to trust their 
coaches. They should also know that the coaches are honest and sincere in their 
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communication. Similarly, the coaches must be able to trust their athletes. The ethical base 
also presupposes moral action in practice: ‘You live your values and … are authentic and 
honest in your communication’. The ethical base means that coaches have clear values that 
guide their actions. Sometimes the term ‘ethical compass’ is used. As leaders, they act in 
accordance with their ethical compass and appear sincere and trustworthy in relation to 
the ethics they advocate.

The professionalisation of sport and the significant financial interests now associated 
with it make trust and fair play particularly important. The terms ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ are 
closely related to each other, and are sometimes used almost synonymously. There are 
different definitions of these concepts that relate to different theoretical perspectives. Here 
we have chosen to adhere to Sigmund Loland’s (2014) definition of sports ethics: ‘Sports 
ethics is a systematic and critical reflection on the norms and values of sports, and sports 
ethics can lead to a good sports policy and sports practice’ (8).

The concept of morality refers to a person’s practical and actual actions. It is thus the 
individual’s actions that are moral or immoral (Hermerén and Lynöe 2008). The ethical 
base relates to the fact that the coach and others involved have internalised a kind of ethical 
compass. The ethical base must also constitute an obstacle to various types of ethical errors 
being committed.

In discussing unethical practices, Loland (2014) refers to cheating of various kinds, 
professional errors or deliberate violations of the rules to gain personal advantage, and 

Figure 1.  Knowledge dimensions in high-performance coaching.
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actions with the goal of getting an innocent opponent punished. In the Scandinavian context, 
sports must be ethical and based on fair play, promote democratic values, and support and 
promote individuals’ sustainable wellbeing. This is required to receive public funding (see 
Lov om eliteidræt 2021; Svensk författningssamling 1999).

The analytical and systematic dimension

The analytical and systematic dimension of coaching knowledge involves structure, accu-
racy and discipline. This dimension is expressed in both long-term work during the devel-
opment phase and short-term work during the performance or competition phase. In the 
long-term perspective, it means being critical and working systematically towards set 
goals. Immediately after a completed championship, coaching turns to this dimension, 
focusing on possible improvement necessary for the next championship. The coaches 
work ‘scientifically’ to evaluate experiences from the completed championship, and pos-
sible changes are then systematically planned and tested. The effects of the changes are 
carefully evaluated before they are implemented as significant elements in the training 
for the upcoming championship. Furthermore, the long-term perspective means constantly 
keeping up-to-date with what is happening in one’s field. In the short-term perspective, 
the analytical and systematic dimension may mean that during the championship, the 
performances of athletes and competitors are analysed in order to create a basis for 
adjustments.

The analytical and systematic dimension is prominent in HP coaching. Coaches reported 
striving to give as little space as possible to chance and to prepare for the unexpected. The 
coaches stated that in the long term, it is important to be clear about what is included in 
the assignment and to analyse the various components that together form the whole, as 
well as how these various parts relate to each other. Structural thinking also includes writing 
master plans, such as a long-term plan for an upcoming championship based on a basic 
idea of how the task should be carried out.

I have an analytical disposition. I like to think and work. Look at the consequences of the 
choices you make. What will be the consequence of that, of that? The choices you make can 
perhaps be perceived as risk-taking, but there is a proper analysis behind it. (National team 
coach, alpine skiing)

I’m extremely meticulous, but I couldn’t be if I hadn’t been to all these championships. Then 
you get better and better at this and that’s how you serve your active members. The athletes 
don’t know half of what I’m doing. Something I value highly and which is still a guiding light 
for me is to leave nothing to chance. If you have this in the back of your mind, then you are 
preparing. Don’t let chance rule, but think through every situation you might find yourself in 
beforehand. (National coach, athletics)

The authority and stability dimension

The authority and stability dimension is based on qualities such as continuity and per-
sistence. Athletes must be sure that coaches know what they are doing and that coaches’ 
knowledge is up-to-date and based on science or proven experience. Stability, continuity 
and persistence imply sticking to and returning to a basic idea, and dealing with deviations 
and problems in a way that makes it possible to return to or adapt the original plan.
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But then you need to have integrity, competence, be able to stand for security, people must be 
able to trust you even when it’s difficult … But never fail, or have other motives, you must not 
fail the business but have a deep loyalty to the objective. (National team coach, rowing)

Really believe in what you do. You have to listen to others, take in and so on. But in some way 
that you try to keep your way. If you have decided on a path, and try to stick to it, that is a 
success factor. (National team coach, football)

However, stability can also be the basis for rigidity and stubbornness, if it is not matched 
with the other dimensions of knowledge, or with a sensitivity to different and stronger 
arguments. This may contradict having a focus on development. Thus, interaction with the 
innovative and creative dimension is essential.

I can be both flexible and very accurate. Before a championship, I can be very thorough when 
I prepare for it. At the same time, I know that I cannot be so precise that there is only one way. 
Based on that accuracy in the preparations, I can elevate this to a flexibility—I know which 
balls are up there, but I can then choose in the moment which balls to pick down and drive. 
(National team coach, orienteering)

The relational and communicative dimension

Coaching is based on relationships. Openness towards other people and interaction with 
them characterise the relational and communicative dimension. This dimension is visible 
in collaboration with athletes and within the management team or with other parties. It is 
perhaps particularly important in team selection, where one of the more difficult challenges 
is motivating those who are not selected for games or competitions.

In the long term, as one coach said, it is about creating trust in the championship project 
from the perspective of inclusiveness. This means building trust through meaningful inter-
actions with athletes and club coaches, but also developing relationships with research and 
expert teams to obtain the best possible support during training. It also means creating 
good conditions for their own health team in order to be able to contribute.

I am good at building a team around myself, getting to know people, not by jumping on any-
one, I never do that. Without getting to know the people and seeing where the best qualities 
are … then you build a way of playing or a way of working based on their best qualities. 
(National team coach, football)

Even in the short-term perspective, coaches considered it important to create trust 
through good interactions with the athletes and their own leadership and support team. At 
the championship, it is important to make sure that everyone has a good time and that 
logistics work. Furthermore, coaches should have frequent interactions with the athletes 
and communicate confidently, as well as provide important and clear information. The 
coach must build trust by speaking wisely in the media and making well-founded, 
values-based decisions.

In relationships with others, respect for people regardless of whether they are athletes 
or other leaders is important. This includes an effort not to make athletes lose face in the 
event of failure.

To see the person behind the athlete, to see the person behind the fencer, to see the person 
behind the assistant, to see the person behind the sports director. See the person behind the 
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role they have … Then I have to give something to get something. In order to get others to 
tell, I have to tell too. (National team coach, ski jumping)

I don’t think I’ve ever yelled at anyone. I am fascinated by coaches in basketball, there I cannot 
understand that coaches need to stand and shout at their athletes. Although it is a little 
US-influenced. And that means that if you stand and shout at the elite league teams, it goes 
down in ages, because the youth leaders believe that you should shout at your young people. 
(National team coach, football)

According to the coaches, interaction with others should include being humble and ready 
to change one’s position if the situation requires or if there are better arguments for an 
alternative course of action. A national team coach in floorball said, ‘I think the biggest and 
most valuable skill is the lack of prestige. Say I can’t, if it’s that I can’t. Dare to believe that 
someone else has better ideas than you’.

Coaching is based on communication. The coach’s ability to communicate therefore 
becomes significant. It includes understanding the basics of how to communicate in different 
contexts and putting these basics into practical action. One coach distinguished between 
communicating upwards, outwards and inwards. The coach must be able to communicate 
inwards with athletes in different types of situations, and upwards in order to influence 
conditions for their own business. Furthermore, the coach must be able to communicate 
outwards with sponsors, stakeholders, parents of the athletes, representatives of the media, 
organisers, etc.

The relational and communicative dimension is also significant for the coach’s own 
development. One coach expressed that being generous with knowledge when meeting 
others invites them to a mutual exchange of knowledge. Visiting other coaches in their 
sports or making connections with other organisations (searching beyond the mundane) 
to learn more about their activities can lead to important developments.

Don’t become this little leader in the corner, who doesn’t want to show how good he is or how 
bad he is. Instead, open up and say what you are good at and what you need help with. And 
seek help! (National team coach, athletics)

The innovative and creative development dimension

The innovative and creative development dimension is particularly significant and can be 
decisive in both the short and long term. It can be described as the more artistic part of the 
HP coach’s skills and is based on curiosity and courage. Qualities such as innovation and 
creativity presuppose both boldness and optimism. This dimension involves paying atten-
tion to signs (dissonances) in stressful situations, acting intuitively based on ‘what’s waiting 
around the corner’, and daring to improvise based on optimism and a desire to never give 
up: ‘It will work!’ as opposed to a more passive ‘let go’. This dimension can also be described 
as a kind of strategic action force or obsession in a good sense.

The innovative and creative development dimension means being passionate about solv-
ing elusive problems, which requires wisdom and the ability to reduce the complex and 
difficult to something understandable and solvable. Without this dimension, coaches would 
be reduced to managing or reproducing what others have already done.

This dimension has both a long-term and a short-term side. The short-term side, which 
is perhaps most associated with the concept of coaching, involves the ability to read and 
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react in order to make successful adjustments in competitive situations. Inspired by med-
icine, we label this the professional ‘clinical eye’, a professional responsiveness and intuitive 
skill that separates successful coaches from the less successful. It means being flexible and 
able to adjust intuitively based on ‘fingertip feeling’ (fingerspitzengefühl). It is not enough 
to have experienced similar situations before: there is a need for reflection on action, i.e. 
relating the experience to those similar situations and learning from them (Schön 
1983, 1987).

This is a new championship, these are new athletes. There are many factors that are unique. It 
does not help that you have participated in previous championships. You have to do what you 
do best at this very moment. (National team coach, ski jumping)

In the long term, the innovative and creative development dimension of coaching is 
about identifying ways to improve training methods and ultimately athletes’ skills. The 
driving forces are curiosity and willingness to understand and challenge boundaries. A 
national team coach in alpine skiing noted, ‘Curiosity is a very important driving force for 
good performance environments. One of the most important main elements’. Curiosity is 
something that all coaches express in one way or another. It fuels their quest to, on the one 
hand, keep abreast of developments relevant to their sport, and on the other, challenge 
existing boundaries and perceptions of what is possible.

When I started as a coach, I took the old diploma coaching course, we had a lecture in sports 
physiology, then I sat with the professor of physiology. ‘What you say is the limits of physiol-
ogy, that will be my starting point. There the show begins. I will make the athletes start from 
what you say is the ultimate limit. That’s where we’ll start’. (National team coach, rowing)

The innovative and creative development dimension is based on a constant pursuit of 
improvement for both the coach’s business and the performance and well-being of the 
athletes. A prerequisite for development is the willingness to test limits and expose oneself 
to a certain level of risk.

I am quite calm, relaxed in stressful situations. But at the same time, I’m very happy to be out 
of the comfort zone, because that’s where you find challenges. I don’t think it happens by itself, 
I think you have to practice it systematically. I’ve probably been good at training for the dif-
ferent roles I’ve had. (National team coach, cross-country skiing)

Such development is also critically based, which means that coaches repeatedly subject 
themselves, their own practices, and the actions of the athletes to critical reflection in order 
to identify aspects that can be improved. This critical development dimension is an essential 
part of the long-term work. This dimension presupposes what Côté and Gilbert (2009) label 
as intrapersonal knowledge; coaches emphasised having knowledge of who you are and 
being able to be yourself. Several of the HP coaches also described an early interest in 
education and other people’s development; in some cases, they had studied education.

In order to put together a training plan for a championship, a coach needs solid knowl-
edge of the sport in question, as well as which methods can be used to prepare the athletes 
so that they perform at the highest level when the time comes for the championship. In 
Scandinavia, the term ‘didactics’ is used for these dimensions of the educational field. Two 
basic pedagogical or didactic questions relate to the choice of content (the what-question) 
and how this content is to be learned and practiced by the athlete (the how-question). This 
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can also apply to questions about sequencing, i.e. the best order in which to practice different 
content areas. Choices of content, method, and order are specific to different sports, and 
coaches may have personal preferences here. The theory behind or basis for the answers to 
the what- and how-questions is the subject of the third basic didactic question, the 
why-question.

Another aspect of didactics is feedback, which should lead to learning and development. 
Feedback means a situational assessment followed by a constructive challenge. What can 
be done to change the situation? What can be done to make it better next time? Honest 
feedback includes concern for the co-acting athlete, i.e. involving athletes in critical reflec-
tion and development.

The pursuit of development also means constantly reflecting on and challenging one’s 
own knowledge. A national team coach in ski jumping said, ‘I reflect on myself, as best I 
can. I don’t write a diary, but I write documents about the competition we completed when 
I travel home. I write about the competition and my experiences’.

The creative and innovative development dimension seems to be particularly distinctive 
for successful coaching. Many coaches describe themselves as analytical and good at com-
municating and creating relationships, but through creativity and innovation, successful 
HP coaches contribute to the success of their athletes in both the short and long term.

Discussion

Our findings suggest the need to include four dimensions in HP coaching: analytical and 
systematic, authority and stability, relational and communicative, and innovative and cre-
ative development. These dimensions are based on the knowledge areas identified by Côté 
and Gilbert (2009, 2013). These dimensions are not always well articulated by coaches, but 
they are necessary in the long term for coaching to be sustainable. However, most important 
is an ethical core that intervenes in all dimensions of knowledge.

The results of our study are also in line with Hemmestad’s (2013) concept of an ‘act of 
balance’. Successful HP coaching means being able to balance these dimensions of knowledge 
in such a way that none of them dominates at the expense of another, while building trust 
through a solid ethical base. The coach must balance opposing ideas such as freedom–control, 
humour–seriousness, authoritarian–democratic leadership, collective–individual, and 
development–performance. The interaction between the four knowledge dimensions is 
expressed in the HP coach’s long-term work during the development phase between cham-
pionships, as well as during the performance phase at competitions and championships.

The interactions between these dimensions of knowledge are significant for the trust on 
which a coach’s success is based. Mallett and Lara-Bercial (2016) summarise types of trust 
as believe in me, believe in you(rself), and believe in us, respectively. For the HP coach and 
the management team, trust is based on creating confidence in one’s ability. According to 
Mallett and Lara-Bercial (2016), one important source for trust is the social capital of the 
coach and the management team, which is based on their own experiences of elite sports 
and previous successes. A second source is their ability to create positive bonds. This, in 
turn, presupposes coaching based on open and honest communication, integrity and empa-
thy, a holistic approach to sports development, and being perceived as reliable and emo-
tionally stable. Third, trust is based on the coach’s legitimacy, in the form of current 
knowledge of their sport’s regulations, training and competition forms, techniques, and 
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tactics, but also knowledge of physiology, biomechanics, medicine, nutrition, sports psy-
chology, management, and so on.

The coach needs to relate to the opposite nodes of stability and change. The dimension 
of authority and stability thus needs to be set against innovation and creative development. 
Stability, in an ever-changing context, is still required and desirable, but there is a need for 
openness to reconsidering and alternative paths. On the other hand, an overly dynamic 
culture where new options are constantly tried without any further thought jeopardises 
trust in the coach’s expertise. Several coaches said that during the development phase they 
might try different options, but during the performance phase there was a need to stick to 
the plan. Other coaches emphasised that it was important for athletes to be creative even 
during the performance phase, but there must be a stable foundation to start from.

An authority and stability dimension that is not matched with relational and communi-
cative dimensions risks creating a one-sided relationship between coach and athlete, a form 
of leader-follower relationship, which inhibits the athletes’ ability to take responsibility for 
their own development. This was described by one of the coaches as the phenomenon of 
‘omnipotent’ coaches seeing themselves as the sources of all development and performance.

There is also an act of balance between the communicative dimension and a rational 
perspective on action. HP coaches need to consider both of these perspectives during their 
coaching. The rational perspective consists of making strategic decisions to support the 
athletes’ performance; the communicative perspective consists of mobilising the athletes 
and helping them feel confident before the competition.

Long-term stability is important in coaching relationships, where mutual trust is fun-
damental, as suggested by Kjær et al. (2023) in their study of young national team athletes 
in Sweden. Gillespie and Mann (2004) identified factors for the development of trust in 
research teams, including participants’ involvement in decision-making processes and a 
common vision well communicated and shared between the participants. Trust is also 
strongly associated with the experience of a leader’s effectiveness. Our study showed similar 
results within successful HP coaching, but we would also like to add the importance of 
continuous relational reflection from the coach’s side. Coaching is built on cooperation and 
requires constant attention in order to develop.

There are transformative elements such as the involvement of athletes in long-term 
development goals, personal charisma and communicative qualities, and the ability to 
inspire and intellectually stimulate the development of athletes, but also to establish oppor-
tunities for change (see, e.g. Bass and Riggio 2006; Hargreaves and Harris 2011).

Building on the knowledge categorisation developed by Côté and Gilbert (2009), we 
have described successful Scandinavian HP coaching as a balancing act between four dif-
ferent knowledge dimensions based on an ethical core. This act is sensitive and artistic, and 
based on the coach’s ability to holistically manage the entirety of a task while at the same 
time being extremely careful with the details.

Our analysis also confirms the majority of qualities characterising performance culture, 
as described by Lara-Bercial and Mallett (2016). However, we have supplemented them 
with one more important quality: reflection and systematic improvement work. This is a 
dimension that is not always well articulated, but is extremely important in the long term.

Thus, HP coaching is a complex profession, and this must be addressed carefully in 
coaches’ education or preparation for assignments. We especially stress the importance of 
including analytical and systematic improvement work as part of coaching education. The 
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findings also suggest a need to strengthen the ethical base among coaches; in a profession-
alisation context, a stronger moral compass is needed (B. Taylor and Garratt 2010b; W. Taylor 
and Garratt 2013). This can start with educational programs, as suggested by Kjær (2019).

Conclusion: Scandinavian HP coaching, a value-based and sensitive 
balancing act between various knowledge dimensions

Taking our starting point in Côté and Gilbert (2009) categorisation of coaching knowledge 
as professional, interpersonal and intrapersonal, we interviewed 18 successful Scandinavian 
HP coaches on what characterises HP coaching. We have added to the literature by respond-
ing to the recent call for research collecting empirical evidence from different cultural 
contexts and countries (Lara-Bercial et al. 2022; Moustakas et al. 2022; Serpell et al. 2021).

Côté and Gilbert (2009) emphasise that a coach’s knowledge is based on integration of 
the three categories. They also make a division between, on the one hand, the coach’s 
knowledge and, on the other hand, the effect in the form of the practitioner’s performance. 
We filled this gap with a link in the form of four knowledge dimensions that were visible 
in the coaching performed by successful HP coaches.

These four dimensions, together with an ethical core, link Côté and Gilbert (2009) cat-
egorisation of HP coaches’ knowledge base to how this knowledge is put into practice. The 
analytical and systematic dimension consists of structure, discipline and accuracy. It means 
being critical and working systematically towards set goals. The authority and stability 
dimension includes genuine knowledge of the sport in question, as well as consistency, 
continuity, stability and obsession, or a sort of ‘sporting grit’. The relational and communi-
cative dimension is based on social sensitivity and the ability to contribute to the develop-
ment of a good performance culture based on trust. Finally, the innovative and creative 
development dimension means a constant striving for improvement and development, 
where curiosity and the desire to challenge boundaries are significant qualities. This dimen-
sion also includes professional sensitivity and intuitive skill, a form of ‘clinical eye’ and 
ability to see the uniqueness of each individual situation.

Furthermore, we suggest that the most important characteristic of successful Scandinavian 
HP coaching is that it is based on an ethical foundation of moral action. It is values-based 
coaching, guided by integrity, respect, reliability, consideration and trust. These qualities 
are expressed in the actions of HP coaches as well as in the development and performance 
environments where elite sports are conducted. The ethical foundation means that coaches 
have a clear value system or ethical compass that guides their actions. It is important for 
them to appear sincere and credible in relation to the ethics they represent as leaders. This 
means that they live in line with their values and are authentic and honest in communication 
(see Loland 2014).

Lastly, we added a dimension to the qualities characterising performance culture, 
described by Lara-Bercial and Mallett (2016). Based on our findings, reflection and sys-
tematic improvement work are key in creating a sustainable HP culture.
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