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Abstract   

This article presents a comprehensive analysis of the athlete-centred coaching (ACC) philosophy, with a specific 

focus on its core tenet: developing decision-makers. Moving beyond a simplistic rejection of coach-centred 

instruction, ACC is positioned as a complex, values-driven pedagogical framework designed to empower athletes, 

enhance intrinsic motivation, and foster long-term personal and athletic development. The article traces the 

historical and theoretical evolution of ACC from its roots in humanistic psychology, constructivist learning theory, 

and the critique of authoritarian coaching models. It argues that in the dynamic, information-rich landscape of 

21st-century sport, the ability to make effective decisions under pressure is the paramount skill, necessitating a 

coaching methodology that deliberately cultivates cognitive and metacognitive capacities. The need for this study 

is established through an examination of the limitations of traditional technocratic coaching, the demands of 

contemporary sport (e.g., increased pace, tactical complexity), and the broader educational mandate of sports 

participation. The primary objective is to deconstruct the ACC philosophy as articulated in seminal texts like  

Athlete-Centred Coaching: Developing Decision Makers , synthesizing its principles, pedagogical tools, and 

intended outcomes. The methodology involves a systematic conceptual and narrative review of literature spanning 

sports pedagogy, educational theory, sport psychology, and coaching science. The article critically explores the 

practical implementation of ACC, including pedagogical strategies such as questioning, constraints-led 

approaches, and democratic team structures, while also examining significant challenges: coach philosophy and 

identity, organizational and cultural resistance, assessment difficulties, and the perceived tension with high-

performance outcomes. It concludes by advocating for ACC not as a prescriptive method, but as a flexible 

philosophy requiring sophisticated coach education. Future research directions are proposed, including 

longitudinal studies on athlete outcomes, investigations into cultural adaptations of ACC, and the development of 

robust assessment tools for coaching efficacy within this paradigm. 

 

  Keywords:   athlete-centred coaching, decision-making, coaching pedagogy, empowerment, constructivism, 

constraints-led approach, coach education, holistic development. 

 

Introduction   

The dominant paradigm of sports coaching for much of the 20th century was characterized by 

hierarchical, directive, and often authoritarian relationships, where the coach was the fount of 

all knowledge and the athlete a compliant executor. This coach-centred model, while efficient 

for imparting standardized techniques, has been increasingly challenged for its limitations in 

developing adaptable, intelligent, and resilient performers. In response, the philosophy of 

athlete-centred coaching (ACC) has emerged as a significant and influential counter-narrative. 

At its heart, ACC is a pedagogical orientation that shifts the locus of control and learning from 

the coach to the athlete, emphasizing the development of autonomy, understanding, and 

personal responsibility. 
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This article focuses specifically on one of the most compelling and frequently cited rationales 

for ACC: its capacity to develop better decision-makers. In the complex, fast-paced, and 

unpredictable environments of modern sport, the quality of an athlete’s or team’s decisions—

technical, tactical, and strategic—often delineates success from failure. A coach cannot be 

present to direct every action during competition; therefore, cultivating athletes who can 

perceive, analyze, and respond effectively to dynamic situations is a critical coaching objective. 

ACC, as explored in foundational texts like  Athlete-Centred Coaching: Developing Decision 

Makers  (Kidman & Lombardo, 2010), proposes that decision-making is not an innate talent 

but a teachable skill, best developed through pedagogical practices that engage the athlete’s 

cognitive and problem-solving faculties. 

 

This article argues that ACC represents more than a collection of teaching methods; it is a 

coherent philosophy rooted in educational theory and humanistic values. It necessitates a 

fundamental re-imagining of the coach’s role from a commander to a facilitator, designer, and 

questioner. The purpose of this comprehensive review is to: (1) trace the historical and 

theoretical foundations of ACC; (2) articulate its core principles and pedagogical implications 

for developing decision-makers; (3) analyze the pressing need for this approach in 

contemporary sport; (4) outline the objectives and methodological framework for 

understanding ACC; (5) critically examine the significant challenges to its implementation; 

and (6) propose directions for future research and practice. By doing so, this article aims to 

provide a nuanced and critical resource for coaches, coach educators, and scholars interested 

in advancing a more empowering and effective coaching pedagogy. 
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Historical Background: The Evolution from Command to Empowerment   

The shift towards athlete-centred coaching did not occur in a vacuum. It is the product of 

broader intellectual and social movements that questioned traditional authority structures and 

re-conceptualized the nature of learning and development. 

 

  1. The Technocratic and Command Era (Early-Mid 20th Century):   

Post-World War II coaching was heavily influenced by Taylorist principles of scientific 

management and behaviorist psychology (Jones et al., 2004). The coaching process was seen 

as a linear input-output system: the coach (the expert) designed and delivered training (the 

stimulus), and the athlete (the passive subject) executed, with performance feedback 

reinforcing correct behaviors. This “command style” or “direct instruction” model prized 

efficiency, discipline, and conformity. Coaches like Vince Lombardi embodied this approach, 

where the coach’s will was paramount. While effective for drilling specific, closed skills and 

maintaining rigid tactical systems, this model largely neglected the athlete’s cognitive 

engagement, creativity, and intrinsic motivation. Decision-making was the exclusive purview 

of the coach; athletes were decision- followers . 

 

  2. Influences from Humanistic Psychology and Education (1960s-1980s):   

The rise of humanistic psychology, particularly the work of Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, 

introduced concepts of self-actualization, personal agency, and the importance of the 

therapeutic (or coaching) relationship. Rogers’ (1951) concept of “client-centred therapy” 

emphasized unconditional positive regard, empathy, and congruence—ideas that would later 

translate into an athlete-centred ethos focusing on the whole person. In education, the work of 

John Dewey and later Paulo Freire critiqued “banking” models of education (where knowledge 

is deposited into passive students) and advocated for experiential, problem-based learning 

where students construct their own understanding. These ideas seeded the notion that athletes, 

like students, should be active participants in their own learning. 

 

  3. The Emergence of “Teaching Games for Understanding” (TGfU) and Tactical Approaches 

(1980s-1990s):   

A pivotal moment in the critique of technique-first coaching was the development of the 

Teaching Games for Understanding (TGfU) model by Bunker and Thorpe (1982). TGfU 

inverted the traditional sequence of skill-then-game, instead beginning with modified games to 

highlight tactical problems, which then motivated the learning of necessary techniques. This 

approach implicitly required athletes to make decisions from the outset, fostering game 

intelligence and perception. TGfU provided a concrete pedagogical alternative that was 

inherently more athlete-centred and decision-focused, influencing similar tactical models 

across sports. 

 

  4. Formalization of Athlete-Centred Coaching (1990s-2000s):   

The 1990s saw the consolidation of these ideas into explicit ACC frameworks. Scholars like 

Lynn Kidman in New Zealand and Cliff Mallett in Australia began to articulate ACC as a 

distinct philosophy. Kidman’s (2001, 2005) work was instrumental, defining ACC by its 
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emphasis on athlete empowerment, shared decision-making, and holistic development. The 

publication of  Athlete-Centred Coaching: Developing Decision Makers  (Kidman & 

Lombardo, 2010) served as a landmark text, compiling the philosophy, principles, and practical 

applications from leading ACC proponents worldwide. It positioned decision-making as the 

central, unifying outcome of the approach. Concurrently, the Constraints-Led Approach 

(CLA), rooted in ecological dynamics, provided a theoretical motor for ACC, explaining how 

manipulating task, environmental, and individual constraints could guide athletes to discover 

effective movement solutions through self-organization—a process fundamentally driven by 

athlete decision-making (Davids et al., 2008). 

 

  5. Integration with Positive Youth Development and Holistic Coaching (2000s-Present):   

More recently, ACC has synergized with the Positive Youth Development (PYD) movement, 

which views sport as a context for building life skills, character, and resilience (Holt, 2016). 

The autonomy-supportive environment of ACC is seen as ideal for fostering PYD outcomes. 

Furthermore, growing concerns about athlete mental health, burnout, and dropout have 

bolstered arguments for ACC as a more sustainable and humane model that supports athlete 

well-being by meeting psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci& 

Ryan, 2000). 

 

This historical trajectory reveals ACC as the culmination of a long-term shift in thinking: from 

viewing the athlete as a mechanistic body to be trained, to a whole person and intelligent 

performer to be educated and empowered. 

 
Need for the Study: The Imperative for Developing Decision-Makers   

 

The advocacy for an ACC model focused on decision-making is driven by a confluence of 

practical, psychological, and ethical demands in modern sport. 

 

  1. The Cognitive Demands of Contemporary Sport:   Modern sports, at all levels, are faster, 

more tactically complex, and more data-saturated than ever before. Pre-set plays and coach-

directed strategies can be pre-empted by opponents. Success increasingly depends on in-situ 

adaptability—the ability of athletes to read the environment, anticipate, and solve novel 

problems in real-time. A coaching model that does not deliberately train this cognitive 

dimension produces athletes ill-equipped for the dynamism of competition. 
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  2. Limitations of the “Recipe-Follower” Athlete:   Technocratically trained athletes may excel 

in repetitive drills or structured scenarios but often struggle when the game deviates from the 

script. They may become overly dependent on coach direction, leading to hesitation, poor crisis 

management, and an inability to lead on the field. This dependency creates a ceiling for 

performance and places unsustainable pressure on the coach during competition. 

 

  3. Enhancing Intrinsic Motivation and Engagement:   Self-Determination Theory (Deci& 

Ryan, 2000) robustly demonstrates that supporting autonomy is crucial for intrinsic motivation. 

When athletes are involved in decision-making—about team rules, training focus, or tactical 

options—they feel a greater sense of ownership and commitment. This leads to higher 

engagement, persistence, and enjoyment, reducing burnout and dropout rates, particularly in 

youth sport. 

 

  4. The Educational and Developmental Mandate of Sport:   For the vast majority of 

participants, sport is a recreational and educational activity, not a path to professionalism. A 

coach-centred, win-at-all-costs model can undermine this educational value. ACC aligns sport 

with broader educational goals of fostering critical thinking, responsibility, collaboration, and 

leadership—skills transferable to life beyond sport. Developing decision-makers in sport 

contributes to developing empowered citizens. 

 

  5. Long-Term Athlete Development (LTAD):   Effective LTAD models emphasize the need 

to develop “thinking players” as a foundation for later specialization and high performance. 

Early over-specialization in repetitive technical execution, without concurrent cognitive 

development, can lead to robotic players who fail to reach their potential in the senior game 

where decision-making is paramount. 

 

  6. Ethical and Duty-of-Care Considerations:   An authoritarian coaching environment can 

increase the risk of psychological abuse, diminish athlete voice, and create a culture of fear. 

ACC, with its emphasis on respect, dialogue, and shared ownership, provides a framework for 

more ethical coaching relationships and safeguards athlete welfare. 

 

In essence, the need for ACC is both pragmatic (it produces better performers for modern sport) 

and philosophical (it fulfills the broader humanistic and educational potential of the coaching 

role). 

 

Objectives and Methodology   

  Objectives:   

This conceptual review article aims to achieve the following objectives: 

1.  To systematically define and delineate the philosophy of athlete-centred coaching, with 

particular attention to its conceptualization as a methodology for developing decision-makers. 

2.  To synthesize the key theoretical pillars underpinning ACC, including constructivist 

learning theory, ecological dynamics (Constraints-Led Approach), Self-Determination Theory, 

and humanistic psychology. 
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3.  To extract and critically analyze the core pedagogical principles and practical strategies 

advocated for implementing ACC (e.g., questioning, guided discovery, democratic leadership). 

4.  To articulate the proposed benefits and intended outcomes of ACC for athletes (e.g., 

enhanced decision-making, autonomy, motivation), coaches (e.g., role satisfaction, reduced 

competition pressure), and sporting systems (e.g., more innovative and resilient performers). 

5.  To identify and explore the major barriers, contradictions, and challenges inherent in 

adopting and sustaining an ACC approach within prevailing sporting cultures. 

6.  To evaluate the existing empirical evidence supporting the efficacy of ACC in developing 

decision-makers and other outcomes. 

7.  To propose a robust agenda for future research, coach education, and policy development 

to advance the understanding and application of ACC. 

 

  Methodology:   

This article employs a   systematic conceptual and narrative review   methodology. It does not 

report on new empirical data but instead seeks to integrate, interpret, and critique existing 

knowledge to provide clarity and advance theoretical understanding on ACC. The process 

involved: 

 

1.    Literature Search and Selection:   A systematic search of electronic databases (e.g., 

SPORTDiscus, PsycINFO, ERIC, Google Scholar) was conducted using keywords including 

“athlete-centred coaching,” “coach-centred coaching,” “decision-making in sport,” “coaching 

pedagogy,” “constraints-led approach,” “empowerment in coaching,” and “coach autonomy 

support.” The search focused on peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and seminal 

book chapters from 1980 to the present. Seminal texts, particularly  Athlete-Centred Coaching: 

Developing Decision Makers  (Kidman & Lombardo, 2010), served as anchor points. 

 

2.    Thematic Analysis and Synthesis:   The identified literature was analyzed using thematic 

analysis. Key themes related to the philosophy, principles, practices, benefits, and challenges 

of ACC were identified and coded. The analysis sought connections and tensions between 

different theoretical perspectives (e.g., between constructivist ACC and behaviourist coaching) 

and between theoretical advocacy and reports of practical application. 

 

3.    Critical Integrative Review:   The synthesized themes were woven into a coherent narrative 

that: 

          Traces Lineages:   Connects ACC to its historical and theoretical roots. 

          Constructs Framework:   Presents a clear framework of ACC’s core components. 

          Evaluates Claims:   Critically examines the evidence for and against the efficacy of ACC, 

avoiding uncritical advocacy. 

          Identifies Gaps:   Highlights areas where the literature is sparse or contradictory. 

          Proposes Future Directions:   Suggests where research and practice need to focus next. 

 

4.    Philosophical and Theoretical Interpretation:   Beyond summarization, the methodology 

involved interpreting ACC as a philosophical stance. This required engaging with the 
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normative claims of ACC (e.g., about what coaching  should  be) and contrasting them with 

the descriptive realities of common practice, allowing for a nuanced discussion of the 

philosophy-practice gap. 

 

This methodology is appropriate for mapping a complex, interdisciplinary field like coaching 

pedagogy, providing a foundation upon which targeted empirical studies and refined coach 

education programs can be built. 

 

The Athlete-Centred Coaching Framework: Principles and Pedagogy for Decision-

Making   

Based on the synthesis of literature, the ACC philosophy can be distilled into a set of 

interlocking principles that inform specific pedagogical practices aimed at developing 

decision-makers. 

 

  Core Principles:   

1.    Athlete Empowerment:   Shifting ownership of the learning and performance process to 

the athlete. This involves sharing control over goals, training content, and tactical choices. 

2.    Holistic Development:   Coaching the whole person—cognitive, social, emotional, and 

physical—not just the performer. Decision-making is seen as integrating all these domains. 

3.    Individualization:   Recognizing and responding to the unique needs, learning styles, 

backgrounds, and goals of each athlete. There is no “one-size-fits-all” solution. 

4.    Democratic and Shared Leadership:   Fostering a team environment where athletes have a 

voice in establishing norms, resolving conflicts, and contributing to leadership. The coach 

facilitates this process rather than dictates it. 

5.    Guided Discovery and Problem-Based Learning:   Creating learning environments where 

athletes are presented with challenges or problems (tactical, technical, ethical) and are guided 

to discover solutions through exploration, experimentation, and reflection. 

 

  Pedagogical Strategies for Developing Decision-Makers:   

1.    Strategic Questioning:   The primary tool of the ACC coach. Moving from providing 

answers to asking questions that stimulate thinking: “What did you see?” “Why did you choose 

that option?” “What might work better next time?” This develops metacognition—the ability 

to think about one’s own thinking. 

2.    Constraints-Led Design:   Structuring practice tasks by manipulating constraints to channel 

athletes towards discovering effective movement and tactical solutions. For example, reducing 

field space to force quicker decision-making, or requiring a minimum number of passes before 

shooting to encourage pattern recognition. This allows decisions to emerge from interaction 

with the environment, mimicking competition. 

3.    Session Ownership and Negotiation:   Involving athletes in planning training sessions, 

choosing focus areas, or selecting practice drills. This develops planning and strategic decision-

making skills. 

mailto:anveshanaindia@gmail.com
http://www.anveshanaindia.com/


 AIJRRLSJM                          VOLUME 9 ,  ISSUE 1 (2024, JAN)                      (ISSN-2455-6602)ONLINE  

Anveshana’s International Journal of Research in Regional Studies, Law, Social 

Sciences, Journalism and Management Practices 

 

 Anveshana’s International Journal of Research in Regional Studies, Law, Social 

Sciences, Journalism and Management Practices 

EMAILID:anveshanaindia@gmail.com,WEBSITE:www.anveshanaindia.com 

113 

4.    Player-Led Analysis and Video Review:   Empowering athletes to analyze their own and 

opponents’ performance, identify key moments, and suggest improvements. This deepens 

tactical understanding. 

5.    Role Flexibility and Scenario Training:   In team sports, rotating players through different 

positions and creating unpredictable game scenarios in practice forces adaptive decision-

making and broadens perspective. 

6.    Facilitation of Reflection:   Building structured reflection into the coaching process through 

journals, group discussions, or one-on-one debriefs. Reflection consolidates learning from 

decisions made (both successful and unsuccessful). 

 

  The Coach’s Role Transformation:   

In this model, the coach’s expertise is redirected. They become: 

      A Designer of Learning Environments:   Crafting practice tasks that pose rich decision-

making problems. 

      A Facilitator of Dialogue:   Guiding conversations that deepen understanding. 

      A Resource and Mentor:   Providing information and feedback when requested or needed, 

rather than unsolicited. 

      A Co-Learner:   Open to learning from athletes and adapting their own approach. 

 

Challenges and Critiques of Implementation   

Despite its compelling rationale, widespread adoption of ACC faces significant, deeply rooted 

challenges. 

 

  1. Coach Philosophy and Identity:   Many coaches’ identities are tied to the command-and-

control model, equating authority with expertise and questioning with weakness. Adopting 

ACC requires a profound personal and professional identity shift, which can be psychologically 

threatening and is rarely supported by coach development systems. 

 

  2. Organizational and Cultural Resistance:   Sporting organizations, parents, and 

administrators often prioritize short-term wins over long-term development. An ACC team 

may lose more often in early stages as athletes learn through error. This creates pressure to 

revert to directive coaching to secure immediate results. The hyper-professional, outcome-

focused culture of elite sport can be particularly hostile to the perceived “risk” of athlete 

autonomy. 

 

  3. The Complexity of Assessment:   Measuring the success of an ACC approach is difficult. 

Improvements in decision-making are subtle, contextual, and long-term, unlike easily 

measurable metrics like fitness times or win-loss records. This makes it hard for ACC coaches 

to “prove” their effectiveness to skeptical stakeholders. 

 

  4. The Time and Skill Demand:   ACC is pedagogically demanding and time-intensive. 

Designing constraint-based activities, facilitating quality dialogue, and individualizing 

feedback requires more planning and sophisticated interpersonal skills than running repetitive 
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drills. Coaches, often volunteers or time-poor professionals, may lack the resources or training 

to implement it effectively. 

 

  5. Athlete Readiness and Socialization:   Athletes socialized in directive systems may initially 

resist ACC, perceiving the coach’s questions as a test or a sign of incompetence. They may feel 

uncomfortable with the responsibility and crave clear, direct instruction. Developing a shared 

understanding and “buy-in” is a critical and often slow process. 

 

  6. The Performance-Autonomy Paradox:   A core critique is the perceived tension between 

granting autonomy and achieving peak performance, especially in high-stakes environments. 

Critics argue that in critical moments, clear, direct instruction from an expert coach is optimal. 

ACC proponents counter that the  training  environment must be autonomy-supportive to 

develop the decision-making capacity relied upon in the  performance  environment, and that 

even in competition, empowering athletes to manage the game leads to more robust 

performance. 

 

  7. Lack of Deep Coach Education:   Most coach certification programs pay lip service to 

“athlete-centred” ideas but fail to provide the deep, experiential, and prolonged education 

needed to transform coaching habits. Coaches are often given a few questioning techniques 

without understanding the underlying philosophical shift, leading to superficial or abandoned 

implementation. 

 

 Future Directions and Conclusion   

The future of ACC as a credible and widespread pedagogy depends on addressing these 

challenges through concerted research, education, and advocacy. 

 

  Future Research Directions:   

1.    Longitudinal and Ecological Validity Studies:   More research is needed that tracks athletes 

over seasons and years, in real-world coaching settings, to measure ACC impacts on decision-

making, performance, motivation, and well-being. 

2.    Cultural and Contextual Studies:   How is ACC understood, adapted, or resisted in different 

cultural contexts (e.g., high-power-distance cultures where hierarchical relationships are the 

norm)? Research should explore culturally-sensitive interpretations of empowerment. 

3.    Coach Development Interventions:   Studies testing specific educational interventions (e.g., 

mentorship programs, reflective practice communities) that effectively support coaches in 

transitioning to and sustaining an ACC philosophy. 

4.    Investigating the “High-Performance ACC” Model:   Empirical case studies of elite teams 

and coaches who successfully integrate autonomy-supportive coaching with the demands of 

winning at the highest level. 

5.    Tool Development:   Creation and validation of practical assessment tools for coaches to 

evaluate their own ACC practices and the development of their athletes’ decision-making 

skills. 
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  Implications for Practice and Policy:   

1.    Reforming Coach Education:   Coach education must move from a competency-based, 

technical focus to a philosophy-based, pedagogical focus. Courses should be immersive, 

requiring coaches to critically examine their own beliefs and practice facilitation over 

instruction. 

2.    Educating the Ecosystem:   Programs are needed to educate parents, administrators, and 

sports boards on the long-term value of ACC, building a supportive environment for coaches 

who adopt it. 

3.    Rewarding Process Over Outcome:   Sporting organizations must develop evaluation and 

funding models that reward developmental processes, athlete engagement, and ethical practice, 

not just championship trophies. 

 

Conclusion   

Athlete-centred coaching, with its mission to develop decision-makers, represents a paradigm 

shift of profound importance. It is not merely a kinder, gentler form of coaching, but a more 

sophisticated and ultimately more effective pedagogy for preparing athletes for the 

complexities of modern sport and life. It recognizes that the highest form of coaching expertise 

lies not in possessing all the answers, but in cultivating the ability of athletes to find their own. 

While the path to its widespread adoption is fraught with cultural, practical, and personal 

obstacles, the imperative is clear. The future of coaching belongs not to the autocrat on a 

pedestal, but to the facilitator on the sidelines who empowers athletes to think, to choose, and 

to own their sporting experience. The challenge for the field is to move from espousing this 

philosophy in theory to courageously embodying it in practice. 
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