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Abstract   

This article proposes and critically examines the conceptual model of the “Social Work Sport Coach” (SWSC), a 

transformative pedagogical framework that integrates core social work principles into the philosophy and 

practice of sports coaching. Responding to the increasingly complex social, emotional, and developmental needs 

of athletes in contemporary society, the model positions the coach not merely as a technical-tactical instructor, 

but as a holistic practitioner operating within a psychosocial ecosystem. Grounded in theories of humanistic 

coaching, positive youth development, trauma-informed practice, and ecological systems theory, the SWSC model 

emphasizes values such as person-in-environment, self-determination, strengths-based perspective, cultural 

humility, and social justice. The article traces the historical evolution of coaching from a command-style, 

performance-centric model towards more athlete-centred approaches, identifying a convergence with social 

work’s person-centred ethos. It argues for the formal integration of social work competencies—such as 

assessment, advocacy, crisis intervention, and ethical boundary management—into coaching pedagogy to better 

address issues like mental health, identity formation, socioeconomic barriers, and athlete welfare beyond sport. 

The methodology for developing this conceptual model involves a systematic synthesis of interdisciplinary 

literature from sports pedagogy, social work, psychology, and sociology. Key challenges to implementation are 

analysed, including role conflict, credentialing, organizational resistance, and ethical complexities. The article 

concludes that the SWSC paradigm represents a necessary evolution in coaching education, advocating for 

collaborative curriculum development, applied research, and policy advocacy to realize a more humane, effective, 

and socially responsible coaching practice. 

 

  Keywords:   Social Work Sport Coach, coaching pedagogy, holistic athlete development, trauma-informed 

coaching, positive youth development, ecological systems theory, coaching ethics, interdisciplinary practice. 

 

Introduction   

The landscape of organized sport in the 21st century is a microcosm of broader societal 

complexities. Coaches today navigate an environment where athletic performance is 

inextricably linked with athletes’ mental health, socio-economic circumstances, cultural 

identities, and personal traumas. Traditional coaching pedagogies, predominantly rooted in 

behaviorist and technocratic models focused on skill acquisition and competitive outcomes, are 

increasingly recognized as insufficient for addressing the holistic needs of modern athletes 

(Cassidy et al., 2016). Concurrently, the field of social work has developed a robust, ethically-

grounded framework for empowering individuals and communities within their environmental 

contexts. This article introduces and explores the concept of the “Social Work Sport Coach” 

(SWSC), arguing for the deliberate integration of social work’s core principles, ethics, and 

skills into contemporary coaching pedagogy. 

 

The proposition is not that coaches should become licensed clinical social workers, but rather 

that the philosophical orientation and skill set of social work can profoundly inform and 

transform coaching practice. A SWSC adopts a “person-in-environment” lens, viewing the 
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athlete as a whole individual whose performance and well-being are influenced by a 

multilayered system—including family, peers, school, community, and societal structures 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This perspective moves beyond the playing field to consider how 

systemic issues like poverty, discrimination, or family dysfunction impact an athlete’s 

engagement and development. By embracing values such as dignity, self-determination, and 

social justice, the SWSC model seeks to humanize coaching, positioning it as a vehicle for 

personal growth and social empowerment, not just athletic achievement. 

 
This article will delineate this model by first examining the historical trajectory of sports 

coaching, highlighting the gradual shift towards athlete-centred approaches that create space 

for this integration. It will then establish the pressing need for this paradigm shift, detailing the 

contemporary challenges faced by athletes that demand a more psychosocially-aware coach. 

The core objectives of the SWSC model and the methodology for its conceptual development 

will be outlined. Finally, the significant challenges to its adoption and critical avenues for 

future research and implementation will be discussed, asserting that the future of effective, 

ethical coaching lies in such interdisciplinary innovation. 

 

Historical Background: The Evolution of Coaching Pedagogy   

The pedagogy of sports coaching has undergone significant philosophical shifts, evolving from 

authoritarian instruction towards more collaborative and holistic models. Understanding this 

history is essential to contextualize the emergence of the SWSC concept. 

 

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

Early organized coaching was heavily influenced by military and industrial models, 

emphasizing discipline, obedience, and mechanistic efficiency. Coaches were seen as singular 
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authorities—the “sage on the stage”—who delivered technical knowledge through direct 

instruction and repetitive drill (Jones et al., 2004). This behaviourist approach, rooted in the 

work of theorists like B.F. Skinner, viewed athletes as passive recipients of knowledge whose 

behaviors could be shaped through reinforcement and punishment. The coach’s role was 

primarily that of a trainer and strategist, with success measured almost exclusively by wins and 

losses. The psychosocial dimensions of the athlete were largely ignored or suppressed, framed 

as distractions from the primary goal of performance. 

 

  2. The Humanistic Turn and the Advent of Athlete-Centred Coaching (Late 20th Century):   

In reaction to the limitations of the command style, humanistic psychology (e.g., Maslow, 

Rogers) began to influence educational and coaching theory. This led to the development of 

athlete-centred or person-centred approaches (Kidman & Lombardo, 2010). Coaches like John 

Wooden, while still disciplined, emphasized character and personal development. The focus 

shifted somewhat towards creating a positive learning environment, considering athletes’ 

motivations, and fostering autonomy. Models such as Self-Determination Theory (Deci& 

Ryan, 2000) gained traction, highlighting the importance of supporting athletes’ needs for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness to foster intrinsic motivation and well-being. This 

period marked the initial recognition of the athlete as a person, not just a performer. 

 

  3. The Holistic and Positive Development Movement (Early 21st Century):   

Building on humanistic foundations, the late 1990s and early 2000s saw the rise of explicit 

frameworks linking sport to broader youth development. The Positive Youth Development 

(PYD) through sport model (Holt, 2016) positioned sport as a context for building life skills, 

competencies, and character. Coaching for life skills, such as the “Double-Goal Coach” model 

popularized by the Positive Coaching Alliance (promoting winning and life lessons), became 

more prominent (Thompson, 2003). This era formalized the idea that coaches had a 

responsibility that extended beyond sport-specific outcomes to include facets of personal 

development, echoing social work’s concern for the whole person. 

 

  4. Contemporary Critical and Sociocultural Perspectives:   

More recently, critical pedagogies have entered coaching discourse, examining how power, 

gender, race, class, and ability operate within sports contexts (Denison &Avner, 2011). 

Coaches are encouraged to be culturally competent and to understand their athletes’ social 

locations. Furthermore, the growing mental health crisis in sport—from youth to elite levels—

has forced a reckoning with coaching’s duty of care (Henriksen et al., 2020). Concepts like 

trauma-informed practice, traditionally from social work and counselling, are beginning to be 

explored in coaching literature (Gervis&Rhind, 2020). 

 

This historical progression reveals a clear trajectory: from coach as technical expert to coach 

as developer of people. The SWSC model is the next logical step in this evolution, proposing 

that for coaching to fully realize its potential as a developmental and transformative practice, 

it must systematically incorporate the ethical framework, theoretical knowledge, and practice 

skills of a closely aligned helping profession: social work. 
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Need for the Study: The Contemporary Imperative   

 

The call for a SWSC model is not theoretical whimsy but a response to urgent, empirical 

realities in the sporting world. 

 

  1. The Mental Health Epidemic in Sport:   Athletes at all levels report high rates of anxiety, 

depression, eating disorders, and burnout (Reardon et al., 2019). The performance-centric 

culture often stigmatizes help-seeking. Coaches are frontline observers, yet most lack training 

to recognize symptoms, provide appropriate first-response support, or make ethical referrals. 

A SWSC, grounded in mental health literacy and a destigmatizing ethos, is better equipped to 

create a psychologically safe environment and act as a bridge to professional care. 

 

  2. Complex Athlete Identities and Lived Experiences:   Modern athletes navigate intersecting 

identities related to race, gender, sexuality, disability, and socioeconomic status. They may 
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experience discrimination, microaggressions, or systemic barriers. A traditional performance 

coach may overlook or misunderstand these dynamics. A SWSC, trained in cultural humility 

and anti-oppressive practice, can advocate for equity, validate athletes’ experiences, and help 

navigate institutional systems. 

 

  3. The “Whole Athlete” in an Ecological System:   Athletes do not train in a vacuum. Family 

conflict, academic pressure, financial strain, community violence, or social media harassment 

directly affect performance and well-being. The social work principle of “person-in-

environment” provides the perfect lens for assessment and intervention. A SWSC can engage 

with families, collaborate with schools, or connect athletes with community resources, acting 

as a supportive node within the athlete’s ecosystem. 

 

  4. Duty of Care and Safeguarding:   High-profile abuse scandals in sport have highlighted 

catastrophic failures in duty of care. A SWSC model embeds safeguarding and ethical practice 

at its core. Social work’s rigorous code of ethics, emphasis on boundaries, and mandatory 

reporting protocols provide a robust framework for protecting athlete welfare, preventing 

abuse, and promoting ethical coach-athlete relationships. 

 

  5. Transitions and Identity Foreclosure:   Athletes, particularly elites, often struggle with 

identity foreclosure—defining themselves solely by their athletic role. Retirement or 

deselection can trigger profound crises. Social work skills in life transition support, identity 

work, and strengths-based counselling are directly applicable to helping athletes navigate these 

challenging passages. 

 

  6. Community Sport as a Social Intervention:   In underserved communities, sports programs 

are often de facto social services. Coaches in these settings already function as mentors, 

counsellors, and advocates, but typically without formal training. The SWSC model legitimizes 

and enhances this role, providing a framework to intentionally harness sport’s power for 

community development and social change. 

 

In summary, the gap between what athletes need and what conventional coaching education 

provides is widening. The SWSC model aims to fill this gap with a proven, ethical, and 

comprehensive interdisciplinary approach. 

 

Objectives and Methodology   

Objectives:   

The primary objectives of this conceptual article are to: 

1.  Articulate a clear and coherent definition of the Social Work Sport Coach (SWSC) model, 

delineating its core principles and distinguishing it from existing coaching paradigms. 

2.  Synthesize theoretical foundations from social work (e.g., ecosystems theory, strengths 

perspective, empowerment theory) and aligned coaching theories (e.g., humanistic coaching, 

PYD) to create an integrated pedagogical framework. 
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3.  Identify and describe the specific competencies (knowledge, values, and skills) a SWSC 

would possess, such as psychosocial assessment, active listening, motivational interviewing, 

advocacy, crisis intervention, and ethical decision-making. 

4.  Propose practical applications of the SWSC model across diverse contexts (youth sport, 

elite sport, community development, disability sport). 

5.  Analyze the potential benefits of this model for key stakeholders: athletes, coaches, sporting 

organizations, and communities. 

6.  Identify significant barriers and challenges to the implementation of the SWSC model in 

current sporting structures. 

7.  Outline a comprehensive agenda for future research, curriculum development, and policy 

advocacy to advance the SWSC concept from theory to practice. 

 

  Methodology:   

This article employs a conceptual research methodology, specifically a systematic and critical 

synthesis of interdisciplinary literature. As a non-empirical, theory-building paper, it relies on 

the following approach: 

 

1.    Interdisciplinary Literature Review:   A comprehensive review of peer-reviewed literature 

was conducted across four primary domains: 

          Sports Coaching & Pedagogy:   Focusing on historical models, athlete-centred 

approaches, holistic development, coaching ethics, and current challenges. 

          Social Work:   Core texts and journals on social work values, ethics, theories (systems 

theory, empowerment theory), and practice methods (generalist practice, crisis intervention, 

advocacy). 

          Sport Psychology & Sociology:   Literature on mental health in sport, Positive Youth 

Development (PYD), cultural sport psychology, and the socio-cultural contexts of sport. 

          Interdisciplinary Studies:   Works that explicitly bridge sport and social work, social 

justice in sport, trauma-informed sport, and sport for development. 

 

2.    Thematic Analysis:   The reviewed literature was analyzed to identify converging themes, 

gaps, and theoretical compatibilities between social work and progressive coaching 

pedagogies. This analysis informed the construction of the SWSC framework’s core 

components. 

 

3.    Conceptual Synthesis:   Drawing on the thematic analysis, a novel conceptual model was 

constructed. This involved: 

          Translation:   Translating social work concepts (e.g., “client” becomes “athlete,” 

“treatment plan” becomes “holistic development plan”) for the sporting context. 

          Integration:   Weaving together compatible theories, such as Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory with coaching environment models. 

          Application:   Hypothesizing how specific social work skills (e.g., genograms for 

understanding family dynamics, SWOT analysis for strengths assessment) could be adapted 

for coaching practice. 
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4.    Critical Reflection:   The proposed model was subjected to critical reflection regarding its 

feasibility, potential pitfalls, and ethical implications, leading to the analysis of challenges and 

future directions. 

 

This methodology allows for the development of a robust, theoretically-grounded proposition 

that can serve as a foundation for future empirical research, pilot programs, and educational 

initiatives. 
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