Coaching as a Management Exercise
by Kevin Prendergast

The role of an athletics coach is similar to that of a business manager - both are responsible for obtaining results, though other people do the work. This article examines management theory and skills and how they can be applied to athletics coaching to make it more systematic and effective. It concludes that coaching accreditation courses should contain some tuition in modern management practice.

Introduction

"He who aims at nothing usually hits it*. 
Confucius

'Would you tell me, please, which way I Ought to go from here'.''
"That depends a good deal on where you want to get to" said the cat.
"1 don't care much where,..' said Alice.
"Then it does not matter much which way you go', said the cal.
'...so long as 1 get somewhere'. Alice added as an explanation,
"Oh. you're sure to do that', said the cat. 'if only you walk long enough.'
Lewis Carol

Kevin Prendergast is a coach based in Melbourne, Australia.

These quotations are often given at the beginning of management courses to illustrate why it is necessary to know where you are going while managing an enterprise. It seems almost unnecessary to say that managers ought to decide where their organizations are heading and how they are going to get there, but instances of them not deciding, not knowing and, in general, not managing, are all too frequent. Lip service is paid to management, but the hard truth is that many do not know how to manage, or what is necessary in order to manage well.

Too often managers become bogged down in detail or jump in before they know what they want to achieve, and the result is that they must rely on luck to drive the organisation towards success. Hence, there is a need for some training in a systematic approach to management. Successful companies recognise this and invest a lot of money sending potential executives to management courses.

In many respects the role of a coach is similar to that of a manager - both are responsible for obtaining results, though other people do the work. In the words of David Martin and Peter Coe. ‘It may be that the simplest one word definition we are seeking that sums up the concept of being a coach is simply manager’ (MARTIN and COE. 1991). Coaches want their athletes to be successful, regardless of how they might measure success, and they want to manage their athletes’ activities in order for them to achieve success. If they do not manage their athletes’ activities to the extent that they can usually predict how their athletes will perform and are satisfied with those performances, then either they will not be successful, or they will not be responsible for their athletes' success.

Instances abound of athletes not performing as well as they should, and very often coaches are responsible. When coaches are responsible it is either a mistake, since we are all human, or it is bad management. If it happens often, it is definitely bad management.

There have been considerable advances in management philosophy and techniques in the past 40 years, and much of  this is applicable to athletics coaching. This article considers this application.

2. Management theory applied to Coaching

In trying to find out how management theory can be applied to coaching, it is interesting to note that the process has been applied in reverse. American sport psychologist Rainer Martens  remarks that, in his extensive reading of management literature. he discovered that the business world had learnt a good deal about leadership by 'observing and analyzing what great coaches had done ( MARTINS. 1987). Nevertheless, the study of the science and art of management has been much more thorough and systematic than that of coaching, so it is reasonable to assume that coaches seek to learn from managers.

The theory of management can be divided into two parts - the identification of management skills, and an explanation of the functions of these skills. We can then consider how these skills and functions are best applied to coaching.

3. Basic management skills
3.1 Definition of skills

We all know that workers need skills, and we accept that the same applies to athletes. The skills are usually obvious and recognisable. Most people would accept that, in both cases, these skills can be learnt, trained and developed. It is not so generally accepted that the same applies to management skills. In fact these skills are not widely recognised and for most people, not well defined. But when we identify and examine them it is clear that they are just the ones coaches require. Furthermore, they can be learned, rained and developed.

Over the years authors have postulated many sets of management skills, but three fundamental ones stand out (ANDERSON 1984). These are: 
· decision making
· interpersonal relations
· goal setting.

3.2 Decision making

This involves choosing one of a number of courses of action. lt requires the ability to define problems, to choose among alternatives, to make decisions despite uncertainty, and to make decisions which are creative or innovative.

There is no doubt that coaches need these abilities. There are many possible paths between objectives and their attainment but few are successful and fewer still optimum.

Coaches need to be able to choose a path. This will often be in a sea of uncertainties, all of which must be assessed. All this makes decision making harder but no less necessary. If coaches are not definite in their decisions they will raise doubts in their athletes.

If coaches are not innovative they are doomed to follow other coaches. At worst, they will be unable to improve because they cannot change. Coaches rightly expect athletes to 'have a go', to try something different from time to time. Athletes learn that way. Surely, athletes should expect this of coaches also? When a coach simply imitates others why should athletes follow than particular coach rather than any other?

Decision making can be developed either by formal management-type training. by on the job learning, or both. On the job training should be approached in a systematic, closely monitored way, otherwise it is difficult to learn anything worthwhile. Self-monitoring is a possibility, although it would have to be strict. Every decision and outcome would have to be recorded so that the efficacy of various decision can be gauged and decision making improved. The better the base of knowledge the better the decision, so long as it does not lead to Hamlet-like indecision.

3.3 Interpersonal relations

This skill involves an ability to understand individuals and groups and to communicate with them. There is also the matter of ethics - athletes must be valued as people and not as a means to achieve glory.

It seems self evident that coaches need this skill. Indeed, since the athlete/coach relationship is often voluntary it is probably even more important for coaches to have this skill. If coaches do not understand their athletes as individuals they will not know why they react in certain ways to various situations, and so their actions may not have their desired effect. Coaches' advice  to athletes is not absolutely right or wrong, it is right or wrong depending on athletes' priorities at the time. It is no use trying to make national champions out of athletes who are more concerned about other things.

Understanding depends on perception and intuition, but most importantly, it depends on  communication. Furthermore, good communication enables athletes to know their coaches’ minds. It is all too easy for coaches to send confused signals to athletes.

There is a temptation for coaches to say "We are what we are and there is not much we can do about it. If we lack understanding of other people then so be it – our job is to tell them what to do." But this is not true. If coaches really care about their athletes. and want to help them achieve, then they will be anxious to understand them. If they do not care, they should not be coaching.

Understanding through communication is something that can be trained. 

3.4 Goal setting

Superficially this looks easy – all coaches need do is say "be an Olympic champion!' But considerably more thought is required. Goals must be credible, useful and motivating. They should be staged to form milestones along the programme. The achievement of these stages will be satisfying and boost confidence. They should be multifaceted, so that progress on many fronts can be encouraged.

lt is not immediately obvious that goal setting is  a skill, or is in any way difficult. But when we realize that the ultimate goal is the tip of a pyramid and athletes approach that peak on a broad based front which gradually narrows, we recognise that it is a complicated matter, requiring an orderly mind.

There is certainly scope, in coaching education, for formal training in goal setting.

4. Basic management functions
4.1 Definition of functions

When we use the skills described above we create functions. Although it is possible to come up with a number of different sets of functions, all amounting to the same, one particular set has wide acceptance (ANDERSON. 1984). These are: 
· planning
· organising
· directing
· staffing
· controlling.

All these functions are necessary in coaching, and by distinguishing between them and examining each in detail, we can be sure of having a systematic grasp of all that needs to be done.
4.2 Planning

This is the basic function, and most management writers acknowledge that the other four functions serve to support it. Planning involves goal-selling and the selection of a path to attain those goals. It is a vital function of coaching. Coaches must decide what they want their athletes to achieve. what physical and mental attributes arc necessary, and they must prepare programmes
which will enable athletes to develop those attributes.

Coaches need all three management skills to plan: goal setting to know what is reasonable yet challenging, interpersonal relations to ensure that athletes follow the right plan- and decision making to select among alternative plans and programmes.

4.3 Organising

Organising is the process of arranging resources and people to perform the various parts of the programme. Obviously, it requires prior thought and effort to ensure that everything takes place as originally intended. An example is the arranging of training sessions. To get the best out of them it is often desirable to have a certain group of people working together. This can require some considerable effort when matters such as study commitments, work commitments and personal idiosyncrasies are taken into account. Another example is the arranging of time trials: these are of limited value unless enough time keepers have been organised to record as much information as possible about all the runners.

Organising requires interpersonal relations - otherwise people may not cooperate, and decision making skills - otherwise all will be confused.

4.4 Directing

Directing, which could also be called leadership, involves communicating objectives to athletes so persuasively that they come to 'own' them (make them their own). Athletes must own them to such an extent that they also own the plan of how to get there, with all the attendant hard work, inconvenience and discomfort. Athletes must provide their own motivation. In the end they will only act because they want to. But a good leader will inspire them and also be there when they fail, to help restore confidence and to gradually lift their sights again.

Good leaders will also encourage athletes to take more responsibility for their own training. There are a few reasons for this. One of these comes from management experience. The famous management thinker Peter F, Drucker reported that 'it is at least generally accepted in theory that the workers' knowledge of their job is the starting point for improving productivity, quality and performance' (DRUCKER,1991). lt is the same with athletes. After some experience they must have some feeling for what works and what does not, and intelligent leaders will use that knowledge and build on it.

A second reason is that it is more fulfilling for athletes to be responsible for their own success to a large degree. After all, the whole point of coaching is to help athletes gain satisfaction from their efforts.

A third is that it allows coaches to move on to a higher plane, to introduce more quality into their coaching ideas, and thus to be of greater use to athletes. Again, all skills are utilised in this function.

4.5 Staffing

This might seem irrelevant, because coaches usually do not have staff. But it is relevant because it entails selecting the right people for particular jobs. In coaching, for instance. it involves selecting a network of reliable, competent and understanding doctors, physiotherapists and masseurs to whom to refer athletes (MARTIN and COE. 1991). It also means having the good sense to seek the advice of another coach who is more knowledgeable on a certain aspect. It should not affect, a coach's pride when athletes are somewhat dependant on another coach: what matters is that the process is being managed.

4.6 Controlling

Controlling completes the management process and consists of three steps; 
· establishing performance standards.
· measuring performance against standards. 
· addressing shortcomings.

For athletes, performance standards can be many and varied, both in training and in competition. The standards will come from goal setting, and these will be staged throughout the programme, interpersonal relations should ensure that athletes take them in. Trials and competition will test athletes against these standards. A good information recording system is necessary to be able to compare performance results to expected results, relate them to training, and make any necessary adjustments.

5. Management methods applied to
coaching
5.1 Definitions of methods

A number of successful management methods introduced in the post war years have had a profound effect on the way organizations are run. Aspects of some of these are applicable to coaching. By way of example, two methods are discussed below. They are Management By Objectives (MBO) and Total Quality Management (TQM).

5.2  Management by objectives

"What the business needs is a principle of management that will give full scope to individual strength and responsibility, and at the same time give common direction of vision and effort, establish team work and harmonise the goals of the individual with the common weal. The only principle that can do this is Management by Objectives and self control," - Peter Drucker (quoted in HUMBLE. 1980).

Drucker might well have been talking about coaching an athletic squad. There are the same requirements - individual strength and responsibility, common vision and effort. and harmonising the aims and efforts of the various members of the squad.

The essentials for MBO, adapted for coaching, are: 
· Thc athletes’ missions, i.e. what they are in the sport for. Although coaches will help to articulate these missions, they must belong to the athletes. This will drive them to do whatever is necessary. The missions could be to compete with the best, to have fun. or to be a good training partner for a champion. What matters is that they are the athletes' missions.
· Long term concrete objectives which will fulfill the missions. Although these also are the athletes' objectives, coaches will have more input into them, because of their superior knowledge. Nevertheless, they will remain the athletes' objectives.
· Short term. regularly reassessed, concrete objectives. Again, coaches will have the major input, but the athletes must understand, agree and own them.
· Key Result Areas. These are aspects of athletes' performances in which they must achieve proficiency in order to be successful. For a 400 metre runner, it could be to run 100 metres in less than 11 seconds or to manage a set of repetitions at a particular pace.
· Action Plans. As the name suggests, these are plans for a certain course of action by the athletes and they are for the purpose of achieving proficiency in the Key Result Areas. They are about improvement and when the improvement is achieved the plans are terminated and new ones drawn up. Normally they would be about certain aspects of training but they could be about style, or about sensible eating. There are two essentials to these plans - ownership and measurement. The athletes must own them, preferably by helping to develop them, and they must have a target, which the athletes agree are attainable. Measurement is covered in the next essential.
· Performance Measurement. The way a coach knows whether his (and the athletes’) efforts are working, before it is too late, is to measure performance against agreed targets. These targets should be mainly in training and in competition. and be staggered over time. Noncompliance will indicate that something is wrong and should convince athletes and coach that their approach needs to change. Thus there is a feed-back from performance to Action Plan, and perhaps
· even to Objectives.

Thus. Management By Objectives is a dynamic system which harmonises the goals of athletes and coach, provides objectives for achieving the goals, develops agreed plans for meeting the objectives, and measures performance against targets in order to determine the effectiveness of training.

5.3 Total Quality Management (TQM)

In the early post war years the American government sent management expert Dr J. Edwards Deming to assist Japan in rebuilding its industry. His method was known as "Total Quality Management' (TOM) and was so successful that, largely because of it Japan went, in little more than a generation. from being perceived as a supplier of 'cheap and nasty’ goods to outselling the rest of the world on the basis of quality.

Two aspects of TQM in particular are applicable to coaching. These are continuous improvement and statistical variance.

While American manufacturers were operating according to the seemingly sensible dictum "if it works, don't fix it", their Japanese counterparts were following Deming's philosophy of continuous improvement. The improvements were so slight that they went unnoticed at first. But gradually Japanese goods improved to such an extent that after first equaling the quality of their
American rivals they crept past and now have the lead.

This is applicable to athletics, particularly with regards to style. Style is never perfect: improvements are always possible and. with every style improvement, comes performance improvement. These may be insignificant on their own but considered as a whole are a mighty sum, However, this will only happen if continuous improvement is an abiding philosophy of the athlete and the coach.

Statistical variance recognises that no process or system is perfect and that the out come or product will vary about a mean. This is certainly true of the system (the athletic human) and its product (athletic performance.) At any stage of athletes' development a range of performances is possible and equivalent; the worst in the range will not indicate deterioration nor will the best indicate improvement in form.  It is just that the human body, complex as it is, cannot churn out absolutely constant performances. Once coaches appreciate this, they realize that they cannot rely just on athletes’ best performance but on a range. Improvements will be indicated by a shift in the mean of the range. But at any particular stage, the narrower the range the more reliable the athlete.

For success in competition this must become as much a consideration as improvement.

6. Conclusion

This article has looked at ways of applying management theory and techniques to athletics coaching. It has considered two major components of management theory. the identification of skills and an explanation of their functions and it has considered how these skills and functions can be applied to coaching.

Finally, it has tried to show how aspects of certain successful management methods introduced in the post war years are applicable to coaching.

To sum up, coaching need not be haphazard. Management theory and techniques are available which will give some science to the art of coaching and make it more systematic. This author believes that coaching accreditation courses, particularly at the higher levels, need to contain some tuition in modern management practice.




REFERENCES:

MARTIN. D.E.: COE. P.N. (1991); Training distance runners. (Leisure Press.Champaign. Illinois.

MARTENS. R, (1987): Coaches guide to sport Psychology. Human Kinetics Publishers.

ANDERSON. C.R. (1984): Management skills, functions and organisation performance, Wm. C, Brown Publishers

DRUCKER. P,F. (1991): The new productivity challenge. Harvard Business Review. Nov-Dec. '91. pp. 69-79

HUMBLE. J. (1980): Management by Objectives. Coles Publishing Company Limited. Toronto. Canada.

COACHING AS A

 

MANAGEMENT EXERCISE

 

BY KEVIN PRENDERGAST

 

 

The role of an athletics coach is

 

similar to that of a business manager

 

-

 

both are responsible for 

obtaining

 

results, though other people do the work.

 

This article examines management theory

 

and 

skill

s and how they can be applied to

 

athletics coaching to make it more systematic

 

and effective. It 

concludes that coaching

 

accreditation courses should contain

 

some tuition in modern management

 

practice.

 

 

INTRODUCTION

 

 

"He who aims at nothing usually hits it

*.

 

 

Confu

c

ius

 

 

'Would you tell me, please, which way I

 

Ought to go from here'.''

 

"That depends a good deal on where you

 

want to get to" said the cat.

 

"1 don't care much where,..' said Alice.

 

"Then it does not matter much which way you

 

go', said the cal.

 

'.

..so long as 1 get somewhere'. Alice added

 

as an explanation,

 

"Oh. you're sure to do that', said the cat. 'if

 

only you walk long enough.'

 

Lewis Carol

 

 

Kevin Prendergast is a coach based in

 

Melbourne, Australia.

 

 

These quotations are often given at

 

the beg

inning of management courses to

 

illustrate why it is 

necessary to know where 

you are going while managing an enterprise.

 

It seems almost unnecessary 

to say that managers

 

ought to decide where their 

organizations

 

are heading and how they are going 

to

 

get t

here, but instances of them not deciding,

 

not knowing and, in general, not managing,

 

are all 

too frequent. Lip service is paid to

 

management, but the hard truth is that many

 

do not know how 

to manage, or what is necessary

 

in order to manage well.

 

 

Too often

 

managers become bogged

 

down in detail or jump in before they know

 

what they want 

to achieve, and the result is

 

that they must rely on luck to drive the

 

organisation towards success. 

Hence, there is

 

a need for some training in a systematic

 

approach to mana

gement. Successful 

companies

 

recognise this and invest a lot of money

 

sending potential executives to management

 

courses.

 

 

In many respects the role of a coach is

 

similar to that of a manager 

-

 

both are

 

responsible for 

obtaining results, though

 

other peopl

e do the work. In the words of

 

David Martin and Peter Coe. 

‘It may be that

 

the simplest one word definition we are seeking

 

that sums up the concept of being 

