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          Coaches have a profound and lasting impact on their 
athletes and teams (Jowett, 2017). They are responsible 
for developing athletes' mental, physical, technical, and 
tactical abilities, and in addition contribute to positive and 
optimal group functioning (Jowett & Nezlek, 2012). 
Therefore, it is not surprising that considerable research 
has been conducted on understanding the coach's role and 
the coaching process (Gómez et al., 2021). One major 
finding when investigating coaching is the complexity of the 
coaching role (Cushion & Jones, 2006). Cushion and Jones 
(2006) state that coaching can be viewed as a three-way 
interaction between the coach, the players, and the 
context. To increase the quality and impact of coaching, it 
is crucial to have knowledge about these factors (e.g., 
coach, player and context) and the interactions between 
them. Therefore, investigating the coach role, the coach-
athlete relationship, in a given context, and in particular the 
associated challenges can provide a better understanding 
of the coaching role, relationship, and process and 
subsequently contribute to improving the coaching process 
and the athlete's development and performance. High-
performance sports environments (e.g., professional 
athletes and teams) require intense commitment and a 
long-term, high-quality relationship between the athletes 
and coach (Jowett, 2017). High-performance coaching is 
challenging and demands that coaches are knowledgeable 
about performance variables and obstacles that influence 
them (Lyle, 2002). Although studies have investigated 

female athletes' experiences with male and female coaches 
and their preferences for effective coaching, less focus has 
been placed on coaches' experiences with female athletes 
(Norman, 2015). Furthermore, research on sport coaching 
has according to de Haan and Norman (2020), one critical 
blind spot: it is "gender-blind" or at least gender-neutral. 
Considering gender (or at least gender that is assumed) 
when investigating coaching and the coach-athlete 
relationship can partly be done through a biological lens, 
but more important is the potential power imbalances 
perceived between the genders and the fact that coaches 
and players are social actors within a social context (de 
Haan & Norman, 2020). Norman and French (2013) state 
that male coaches’ understanding of the social construction 
of gender may impede their professional practices and 
relationships with female athletes. For example, they argue 
that male coaches may have lower expectations of women's 
physical abilities and thus do not invest sufficient effort in 
their skill development. This was also supported by Felton 
and Jowett (2013) who found that male coaches who work 
with male athletes strive to win at all costs but, when 
working with female athletes, they simply aim for the 
athletes to "try their best". De Haan and Norman (2020) 
subsequently claimed that research has consistently 
highlighted how male coaches adjust their coaching 
practices to the detriment of their female athletes based on 
erroneous and different expectations about female 
athletes. Focusing on the specific needs of coaches who 

RESEARCH ARTICLE                                                                 OPEN ACCESS 

Abstract 
 
This study investigated challenges perceived by coaches when working with elite women’s soccer 
teams. Six men and four women coaches with experience in the first Norwegian League or 
Norwegian national team participated. Semi-structured interviews were carried out, and the data 
was analyzed using thematic interpretational analysis. Participants identified professionalism, early-
career termination, mental characteristics, intrateam communication, romantic relationships, 
access to the locker rooms (men only), and team selection (women only) as the specific challenges 
they face when coaching these teams. The findings are discussed in relation to ensuring that good 
performance and development are achieved when coaching elite women’s soccer teams and helping 
future coaches optimize their coaching techniques when working with elite women players. 
 
Keywords: Coaches, Football, Female players, Elite sport, Interviews 
 

mailto:line.danielsen@nord.no
mailto:line.danielsen@nord.no


Danielsen et al., SJSEP, 2023:5 
doi: 10.7146/sjsep.v5i.130311 
 
 

                     2 
 

coach women, MacKinnon (2011) found that coaches need 
to pay close attention to who they coach and not just what 
they coach. Moreover, she argues that when working with 
female athletes, it is especially effective to use positive 
reinforcement, develop a personal relationship, and teach 
in a variety of formats. These findings are consistent with 
Norman (2015), who argued that female athletes want 
their relationship with their coach to be more equal when it 
comes to power. Female athletes want their coaches to 
communicate positively and take the time to understand 
and support the person beyond the athlete. Other studies 
also underline this (de Haan & Norman, 2020; Dohsten et 
al., 2020), highlighting the importance of the coach 
respecting and valuing the players, listening to them, and 
supporting them as fellow human beings, not just as 
athletes. Fasting and Pfister (2000) also reported that 
female players prefer a communication style based on 
understanding and caring, and that they experience such 
relationships more often with female coaches. Longshore 
and Sachs (2015) find also that female athletes are more 
likely to want a decision to be justified and want to be more 
involved in the decision-making process than male athletes. 
Gleaned from the former research, investigating coaches' 
perceptions of specific challenges when coaching female 
athletes could provide important information that may be 
useful to develop healthier and more effective coach-
athlete relationships to and contribute to increased player 
satisfaction and performance. Combining the increasing 
popularity of women’s soccer and a growing number of 
players (FIFA, 2019) with the apparent prevalent ideologies 
of male superiority and dominance in the sporting context, 
it is appropriate to investigate both male and female 
coaches’ perceptions of the additional considerations in 
performing their role as elite female soccer team coaches. 
Therefore, this study aimed to addresses the following 
research question: What specific challenges do coaches 
perceive in their coaching practices when working with 
female players in elite soccer teams? 

Method 

Sampling and procedure 
          Data was collected via individual semi-structured 
interviews with six male and four female elite-level coaches 
(35-63 years old). The selection of participants was based 
on purposive sampling procedures to involve information-
rich cases (Creswell, 2008). For the purpose of this study, 
selected coaches were required to have experience a) 
coaching elite female soccer teams (within the context of 
this study, elite players are those on identified national 
performance pathways), b) being head coach for an elite 
level or national team (elite level is the top national 
performance level), c) coaching at the elite level for more 
than five years (a timeframe which would indicate the 
coaches experienced a major competition cycle), and d) 
coaching for a soccer team in Norway. The participants had 
an average of 18 years (range 8-31) coaching experience 
with an average of 13 years (range 6-24) coaching elite 
female soccer teams. Six coaches had experience being 
coaches for male soccer teams on the elite and sub-elite 
levels. One coach had also been a coach at a top-level 
abroad. Nine of the coaches in the study were head coaches 
in the top division, of which three had previously been head 
coaches for the national team. In addition, five of the 
coaches had player experience from the Norwegian top 
division, and four of these coaches were former national 
team players with an average of 46 international 
appearances. The coaches held a UEFA Pro License 
coaching certification (the highest soccer coaching 

certificate available) or an advanced coaching certificate 
(the second-highest soccer coaching certification 
available). 

Data collection 
          Coaches were approached via telephone call with an 
invitation to participate, and follow-up occurred via 
personal contact to establish a rapport between the 
researcher and the participants. The coaches signed a 
consent form approved by the Norwegian Center for 
Research Data (NSD), which evaluates proposals from 
researchers at Norwegian universities. A semi-structured 
interview was conducted covering two overarching topics of 
investigation: (a) identifying considerations the coach 
perceived to be specific to coaching female players in elite 
soccer teams; and (b) describing how they accommodated 
such considerations. Interviews took place in person and 
lasted approximately 45 minutes. The interviews were 
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Although the 
participants were guided through the semi-structured 
interviews, the order of the questions varied according to 
the flow of the conversation. This flexibility allowed the 
participants to steer the interview in the direction that they 
deemed appropriate (Patton, 2015). Trustworthiness was 
established at the end of each interview by allowing all 
participants to add or change any answers or ideas they 
communicated during the interview (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). Participants could also look over the interview 
transcript and revise it to make it more accurately reflect 
their thoughts. None of the participants made any changes. 
All approved transcripts were used for data analysis. 

Data analysis 
          Thematic interpretational analysis was deemed the 
most appropriate approach for analyzing the data (Gibbs, 
2007) due to its potential to generate knowledge by 
identifying and interpreting themes from the interview 
transcripts (Fletcher & Arnold, 2011). This inductive 
analysis allowed core categories to emerge from the data, 
and two researchers undertook this analysis independently 
(Côté et al., 1993). The available answers (raw data) were 
grouped by name or codes of phenomena and statements 
(Nilssen, 2012). This process was performed using compare 
and contrast tags assigned to the various meaning units. In 
the next phase (axial coding), the codes were grouped into 
different themes and categories (Nilssen, 2012). In phase 
3, selective coding, eight main categories were identified. 
Collective analysis strengthens the credibility of the 
findings (Richards & Hemphill, 2018). To ensure credibility 
of the data analysis, a peer review was used in which an 
impartial party examined the data coding (Côté et al., 
1993). The peer reviewer was a former top-level coach and 
currently a top-rated sports researcher. He was randomly 
presented with 30% of the opinion units and asked to place 
each opinion unit within one of the eight main categories 
generated by the research group. He placed 75% of the 
opinion units within the correct category. A brief discussion 
between both parties led to the peer reviewer agreeing that 
the researcher's coding was appropriate and that the 
misplaced opinion units were attributable to a lack of 
context. 

Findings and discussion 

         The purpose of this study was to explore the 
considerations perceived by coaches to be specific to 
coaching female players in elite soccer. The findings and 
discussion are organized in the following seven deductively 
derived categories: 1. Professionalism; 2. Early-career 
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termination; 3. Mental characteristics; 4. Intrateam 
communication; 5. Romantic relationships; 6. Access to the 
locker rooms, and 7. Team selection. The first five 
categories include comments from both female and male 
coaches. Category 6 was identified only from comments 
made by male coaches, while Category 7 was identified only 
from comments made by female coaches. Although certain 
categories were not as highly represented as others, their 
inclusion was still critical in elucidating the coaches' 
perceptions of the specific considerations they perceived 
when coaching in elite female soccer. Furthermore, the 
number of meaning units does not provide an indication of 
the relative importance of each category. 

Professional reality versus professional expectation 
         This category concerns primarily the imbalance 
between the high level expectations of being identified as 
professional elite players, and the relatively meagre 
rewards received from competing at this level. The income 
for playing elite soccer for females is low (Abdul, 2018) and 
this impacts upon the player’s ability to engage in many of 
the expected ‘off-field’ professional athlete’s non-playing 
behaviours e.g., not having enough time for additional 
exercise and training, not having time to prepare for 
matches and not being able to adopt optimal recovery 
strategies, due to other demands on their time associated 
with obtaining additional necessary income. This in turn 
affect the coach’s possibility to work with players 
individually outside matches and team training sessions. 
Furthermore, the limited economic condition in female 
soccer is also related to reduced access to both team and 
individual training facilities, medical support, training 
camps and even self-organizing travel to matches. 
 

No one on the team can make a living of soccer. 
That is why we have to save time, power and 
energy where we can... After all, female players 
must sacrifice much more compared to male 
players. They need to have jobs or be students to 
survive, while the best male players can make a 
living in soccer and exclusively concentrate on it. 
(Participant 4) 

 
This quote highlight that the players are almost 

forced to have dual or even triple careers to earn enough 
money. They need to combine their soccer practice with 
work or studying to have a decent income or get a 
scholarship for studying. Due to their work and study 
obligations, they have less time to exercise and train, or 
they must exercise and train before or after work, or both, 
which, perhaps most importantly, means they have less 
time to recover. Participant 2 described it this way: “We are 
nowhere close to the professional level in male teams. By 
comparison, 'we are definitely amateurs'. For example, 
players must bring their own food and transport themselves 
to tomorrow's cup match.” Therefore, it is difficult and 
perhaps impossible to try to be, and to have the external 
expectations of being, 'professional', in the sense of having 
high-quality, high-intensity, and consistent training in this 
context (Jenkins, 2014). Trying to be professional as a 
female soccer player can quickly create an overload (e.g., 
injuries, burnout, loss of motivation) and reduce the 
players' ability to develop their expertise and utilize their 
talent and ability in the long-term (Gledhill & Harwood, 
2015). A comment made by all coaches is that more money 
needs to be invested into female soccer if the aim is to 
develop the sport further. Furthermore, it is therefore 
neither fair nor reasonable to place such significant 
‘professional’ demands and expectations on elite female 
players without such ‘professional’ investment and reward. 

Another consequence of this poor economic condition is 
that players are forced to terminate their career earlier than 
their male counterparts in order to pursue other more 
financially sustainable careers (Kristiansen et al., 2014). 
Taken together, the poor economic conditions create a 
vicious cycle and have a negative ripple effect on the 
players, that several studies have identified (de Haan & 
Norman, 2020; Kristiansen et al., 2014). This then impacts 
clearly on their coaches as the following quote identifies:   
 

Female players must get up early in the morning: 
they have to study, they have to work, they have 
to do a lot in a day. As a coach, I have to take this 
into account when I plan the training.  
(Participant 1) 

 
The quote above highlights a significant 

consideration for the coaches. They need to balance the 
players' motivation, ambitions, and goals with external 
forces or the demands to be 'professional' with the reality 
of sub-professional financial rewards. This makes it difficult 
or almost impossible to facilitate optimal development and 
performance, even though most people (e.g., 
management, football association, media, society) expect 
and demand it. Since coaches have less time with the 
players and the team, they are unable to follow up with the 
players as often. This can be illustrated with the following 
quote: “I think that too little time together with the players 
is a challenge. I should have had a lot more time with them. 
I have time, but they don't.” (Participant 10). In addition 
to providing observations and guidance during training 
sessions and matches, coaches, players, and researchers 
alike highly recommend regular individual coaching 
conversations (Jowett, 2007). Even if many coaches for 
team sports find that individual follow-up is time-
consuming due to the relatively high number of athletes in 
the team, they often try to prioritize it. However, the 
coaches are dependent on the availability of the players 
when conducting follow-up in addition to team sessions. In 
this study, the coaches state that even if players are 
motivated, need a follow-up, and understand its usefulness 
for their performance, they often do not have time for 
them. 

Taken together, the core point from the coaches is 
that they believe the limited or weak economic conditions 
are a significant cause of many specific considerations, not 
only for the players but also for the coaches themselves 
when trying to optimize their coaching practice. Therefore, 
the recommendation from the coaches is that greater 
financial investment is required in elite female soccer and 
player salaries to enable players to be financially able to 
meet the expectations and demands of elite level 
professional sport.  

Early career termination – gender stereotypes and 
pregnancy  
         Several studies have identified the phenomenon of 
early-career termination in female elite soccer players 
(Barreira, 2016; Martìnez-Lagunas et al., 2014). According 
to Koukiadaki and Pearson (2017), female players leave 
soccer in their early twenties to pursue a more sustainable 
career or start a family. Early-career termination is 
perceived as a specific consideration because it reduces the 
coach's time and ability to do an optimal job developing the 
players and the team over extended periods of time and 
through successive seasons. As one of the coaches 
mentioned: “Family life is difficult to combine with a female 
soccer career. As a result, most female soccer players quit 
early and often before establishing their own family.” 
(Participant 2). Early-career termination may be a 
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consequence of social gender roles as one female gender 
stereotype is that women should be more responsible for 
setting up a family life and establishing a home than men 
(Meeussen et al., 2016). Therefore, it is very difficult for 
women to fully invest in their soccer career and comply with 
this expectation, forcing players to terminate their careers. 
This relatively incompatible female gender expectation and 
elite soccer demands are naturally challenging for the 
players, but also for the coaches. It limits the coaches' 
opportunities to create and develop the players and the 
team. When coaching female soccer players, organizing 
training, and assigning obligations, coaches must 
understand the pressure players face and thus must 
recognize that the training sessions may not be as optimal 
as they wish. This may be frustrating for the coaches to 
acknowledge. However, if they do not recognize the power 
dynamics in the expectations placed on players, or 
misinterpret players' choices, attitudes, and behaviors as 
unprofessional, and do not adapt their plans (e.g., 
attendance, training load, meetings), they may accelerate 
the early-career termination process. Furthermore, many 
of these players are at an age where having children is 
becoming increasingly expected, which also is a significant 
factor for early-career termination. Simply described by 
participant 1: “Women give birth to children, and this can 
be limiting for the length of a soccer career.” The quotes 
may reflect stereotyped views on pregnancy and maternity 
that mainly limit women's athletic achievements and/or 
motivation (Fullagar & Toohey, 2009); however, they also 
show that coaches recognize that many female players 
leave the sport when they become or want to become 
pregnant. From a performance and career perspective, 
however, most athletes in Sundgot-Borgen and colleagues' 
(2019) study claim that their performance level was the 
same or better after becoming mothers. This is also 
consistent with other studies that have shown that athletes' 
performances improve after they give birth (Martìnez-
Lagunas et al., 2014). Therefore, even if becoming a 
mother can significantly change a person's life, players can 
combine having children and playing soccer at the elite 
level. However, this requires the team and club to make 
appropriate arrangements, such as providing financial 
support that allows the athlete to be a mother while 
continuing their career. If players can return to their soccer 
career after pregnancy, female soccer organizations could 
ensure that they do not prematurely lose experienced and 
skilled players. This also ensures that the coaches have 
more time and better opportunities to develop female 
players' skills over the longer term, thus increasing the 
quality of female soccer. As participant 5 said, “When a club 
has money and continuity in a squad, then it will be good. 
Only money and no continuity in a squad, it will be ok, but 
no top position.” 

   
Mental characteristics – self-confidence and caring 
         All participants were aware of the importance of 
mental characteristics and especially self-confidence. 
Research has shown that a low level of self-confidence is 
related to a fear of failure (Frey & Ruble, 1990), self-
handicapping (Hays et al., 2009), and a more conservative 
playing style (Cresswell & Hodge, 2004). Moreover, low 
levels of self-confidence may also negatively contribute to 
team factors such as collective efficacy, team resilience, 
and team performance (Fransen et al., 2015). The 
participants perceived that female players have low self-
confidence compared to male players and that their self-
confidence is relatively unstable and situationally 
dependent. As one of the coaches mentioned: “Female 
soccer players are a bit more naturally humble; they have 

less confidence compared to male players.” (Participant 4). 
Jones and colleagues (1991) put forth a possible 
explanation for the low level of self-confidence when they 
reported that female athletes worry more about achieving 
their competitive goals and being adequately prepared 
compared to male athletes. In general, the statements 
from the coaches seem to parallel this with female players’ 
self-confidence related directly to male players, and female 
players’ self-esteem identified as lower than that of male 
players (Sheard, 2013). Gallucci (2014) has also reported 
that sport-specific self-confidence may be less stable for 
women than for men. The gender comparison seems to be 
relatively common both in the research and among coaches 
and furthermore, it is not restricted to mental constructs 
but also applies to the sport in general and athletes’ 
attitudes, skills, and performances (Skogvang & Fasting, 
2013). However, the gender comparison is not always 
practical, nor may it provide a nuanced and accurate 
picture of the actual conditions. For example, Ridgers and 
colleagues (2007) highlighted that women are more honest 
in their assessment of themselves, while men tend to 
overestimate their competence. While it is important to 
consider this, it does not mean that low self-confidence is 
not a common feature among female athletes nor that 
coaches’ perceptions of the players’ self-confidence do not 
reflect reality. While it is out of the scope of this paper to 
discuss the gender differences per se and gender 
comparisons, this is a highly important issue. From a 
performance perspective, it is therefore not surprising that 
the coaches perceive low self-confidence as a specific 
consideration and as impacting their coaching practice in 
several ways. One coach sated it in the following way: 
  

Female teams can win match after match, and then 
as a coach, I now think my players believe in 
themselves. So, I think I can push a little extra, 
but my players are still uncertain. As a coach, you 
must be very vigilant about players' self-
confidence. Preparation is what creates self-
confidence. It's about going out and doing those 
repetitions, so the players are confident in the 
execution.  
(Participant 5) 

 
The quote indicates firstly the need to continuously 

nurture the players’ self-confidence and not take for 
granted that a positive experience such as winning per se 
contributes to increased self-confidence. Secondly, and in 
accordance with Giske et al. (1999), coaches should 
continuously use exercise sessions (e.g., drills, strategies, 
preparation to competition, and post-competition 
evaluation) that hone a player's experience, characteristics, 
and needs. This will enable players to gradually experience 
mastery, which in turn can increase their self-confidence. 
Even if all coaches highlighted that female players need 
relatively high levels of recognition, caring, and feedback, 
only the male coaches perceived this as a specific 
consideration: “Female soccer players need more 
confirmation that I, as a coach, care about them. They need 
a coach who is there for them; they need feedback and 
confirmation that they have been seen. (Participant 1), and 
“The need for feedback, for example, is a topic that is 
difficult to satisfy.” (Participant 8). The coaches' 
perceptions of the female players are in parallel with 
Norman's (2015) study on high-performance female 
athletes. She identified critical coaching needs for female 
athletes as support, positive communication, and 
recognition from the coach. It is interesting that only the 
male coaches identified these specific needs as 
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considerations. This could be a product of the male soccer 
culture, where such needs and behavior could be more 
suppressed or not recognized. Another possible reason is 
that the focus in male elite soccer and soccer education is 
highly sport-specific (e.g., skills, tactics, performance, and 
"winning") (Filetti et al., 2017). Thus, this could mean that 
a holistic management approach is not considered (e.g., 
one that considers communication, caring, and 
confirmation) (Hardman et al., 2010). Finally, female 
coaches may better understand and empathize with these 
needs and behaviors and, therefore, can more easily 
address and naturally develop a holistic leadership 
approach that includes caring and feedback, without 
perceiving these approaches as either specific or 
challenging. Fasting and Pfister (2000) and Lindgren and 
Barker-Ruchti (2017) support this latter claim, finding that 
female coaches adopt a caring, holistic, and athlete-
centered coaching approach while working at the highest 
level of competitive sports and achieving competitive 
success. In line with this, Dohsten and colleagues' (2020) 
findings indicate that a caring coaching approach is 
important for all genders to create a sustainable elite sports 
practice. Therefore, the adoption of more holistic 
communication competence and skills should be 
highlighted as critical features of coaches' professional 
competence (Haselwood et al., 2005), when coaching 
individuals, and teams of female athletes. 
 

Intrateam communication – gossip and backtalk 
         All coaches were aware that communication within 
the team is important for team functioning and a 
prerequisite for good performance; this is also underlined 
in the sports literature (Sullivan & Short, 2011). The 
coaches perceived 'gossip' and 'back talk' to be the most 
challenging aspects of intrateam communication in female 
teams: “It's a lot of gossip and back talk in the groups. I 
know that many female soccer teams have been bothered 
by it” (Participant 6) and, “In female soccer, players can be 
quite ugly when talking about each other, coaches, and 
other things around. There may be several such small 
comments to each other, which players can bring into 
training sessions, matches, and national team gatherings”. 
(Participant 1). Gossip can be described as informal talk 
about players on the team (Ellwardt et al., 2012). According 
to Dunbar (2004), gossip is a ubiquitous phenomenon that 
accounts for approximately 65% of human speaking. There 
is also evidence that women spend more time gossiping 
overall than men, and they are more likely to gossip about 
close friends and relatives (Levin & Arluke, 1987). Thus, it 
is natural that gossip will exist in female soccer teams. In 
the literature, studies have claimed that gossip serves 
several different group functions, but it is still unclear 
whether or when the effect of gossip on a team is primarily 
positive or negative (Beersma et al., 2019; Ellwardt et al., 
2012). As gossip can have positive consequences for 
sharing information, evaluating others, emotional venting, 
and self-protection (Bergmann, 1993; Robinson, 2016), it 
can contribute to maintaining team norms and increase 
bonding and relationships between team players (Dunbar, 
2004). However, gossip can also have negative 
consequences and has been associated with malice, 
jealousy (Einat & Chen, 2012), lies (Melwani, 2012), 
judgmental and trivial assumptions (Michelson et al., 
2010), and back talk (Bergmann, 1993). Given that the 
coaches experience gossip and back talk as a challenge, it 
can be presumed that they primarily focus on the negative 
consequences and perceive it as being destructive for team 
functioning. There is also evidence that the gossip between 
women is more likely to be aggressive and competitive than 

that between men (McAndrews, 2014). When gossip is used 
to attack others, which may occur during back talk, it could 
divide the team, disrupt team harmony, and destroy loyalty 
(Ribeiro & Blakely, 1995). However, there is a possibility 
that coaches overlook or ignore the positive effects of 
gossip in female teams. Thus, the nature of the gossip 
should be further investigated and perhaps explored in a 
more nuanced manner. However, based on their perception 
of gossip and back talk, the coaches clearly have strategies 
and actions to prevent, eliminate, or reduce gossip; this is 
also in line with theoretical recommendations for 
developing effective intrateam communication (Marani et 
al., 2020). 
 

Clear guidelines on the team; for example, in this 
team, we're talking to each other and not about 
each other. If you are going to say something 
about someone else on the team and you do not 
dare to say it directly, then you should be quiet. 
Then there is no issue.  
(Participant 6) 

 

Romantic relationships – subgroups and conflict 
         In female sports and especially in soccer, being 
lesbian is common and accepted, and the sport appears to 
be inclusive (Skogvang & Fasting, 2013). The coaches did 
not find sexual orientation to be an issue per se, and they 
understood that romantic relationships could develop 
within a team where the players spend a lot of time 
together. Despite this, the coaches perceived the romantic 
relationships in the team as challenging because they could 
easily contribute to the formation of a subgroup and be 
counterproductive for team functioning and performance 
(Martin et al., 2015). A more prominent consideration 
identified was the end of romantic relationships, that could 
negatively influence the team dynamics and be a source of 
increased conflict in the team. The coaches saw this 
experience as unique to coaching females: 
 

There are several [players] who are lesbians. The 
challenge is if they become lovers, and especially if 
it ends. Then it will be a nightmare… We can't 
control the love life, but I think the players 
understand that we do not want any national team 
players to be lovers. Because it is not beneficial, it 
can lead to chatter and whispering. As well as the 
formation of subgroups in the team.  
(Participant 9) 
 
Both subgroups and team conflict negatively impact 

team functioning and performance, and it is not surprising 
that coaches strive to develop cohesive teams with a 
collective identity and sense of 'we' (Carron & Eys, 2012). 
The uniqueness in these coaches' experiences lies not in 
the fact that subgroups and conflicts exist, but from where 
this conflict emanates. However, coaches cannot stop 
romantic feelings from developing, and it is perhaps not 
appropriate nor possible to regulate them, although many 
business companies and organisations now mandate 
exactly this. Thus, they should focus more on possible 
benefits of close romantic relationships and subgroups 
(e.g., effort, motivation, well-being, acceptance, 
communication, decision-making) for the players and the 
team (Martin et al., 2015). As a significant part of the team 
development process, coaches should explicitly focus on 
intrateam communication, subgroups, and conflict 
management. In addition, building team resilience 
independent of romantic relationships in the team may be 
an effective preventive strategy. This would curtail further 
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negative consequences not only concerning romantic 
relationships but also other challenges that a team may 
face (Morgan et al., 2019). 

Access to the locker rooms – relationship and 
culture 
          Goffman's (1959) terms 'frontstage' and 'backstage' 
can be used to describe locker room regions that are 
relevant to performance. The concepts of frontstage and 
backstage can be relative; however, the frontstage is the 
region in which a performance takes place, and the 
backstage is the region where interactions that relate to the 
frontstage take place. Using this terminology, the locker 
room may serve many functions and can be a significant 
arena for coaches to develop and/or understand their 
players, the team, and the team culture.  
 

There is a big difference between coaching women 
and men because, as a male coach of women, I 
have no locker room. I can't go to the players 
when I want to. I would have liked to have been 
much more with them in the locker room because I 
think the locker room is an important place to be.  
(Participant 7) 
 
The importance of the locker room can be illustrated 

using a common coach metaphor: 'missing the locker room' 
although this saying was originally used to suggest that 
coaches that had lost their leadership power and influence 
on their team. Furthermore, research has shown that locker 
rooms are used formally (e.g., pregame speech, team 
meetings) and informally (e.g., socializing, relaxing, eating, 
dressing) (Breakey et al., 2009; Wilson, 2018). Therefore, 
the locker room is a significant space where team 
communication and interaction unfold among team 
members (Wilson, 2018). Coaches should have access to 
locker rooms not only to interact with the players but also 
to gain knowledge about the team. Therefore, and perhaps 
not surprisingly, reduced access to the locker rooms was a 
challenge that all male coaches discussed. For the male 
coaches, 'missing the locker room' is not about losing 
authority but about being denied from an area that they 
perceive as valuable for understanding or influencing the 
players and the team. Thus, it is understandable that the 
male coaches negatively view their inability to fully access 
the locker room; this is a well-suited space for close and 
personal communication that would enable them to 
establish close and trusted coach-athlete relationships 
(Jowett, 2017). Moreover, several studies have highlighted 
that female athletes prefer coaches that show interest in 
them beyond their athletic performance (Norman, 2015). It 
may be easier to show this focus and interest and 
communicate with players when in the locker room. The 
locker room provides good opportunities for what Høigaard 
and Mathisen (2008) define as informal situated 
counseling, which is often short conversations that are non-
institutionalized, informal, and fleeting. They further state 
that these coaching conversations can be more like 
counseling than the institutionalized, 'correct' wide-ranging 
conversations, and they can significantly impact the 
athletes. From a broader perspective, the locker room 
space and interactions are one of many components used 
in creating a distinctive team identity and are thus highly 
important for coaches (Gallan, 2019). Considering the 
gender differences between the coach and players, it is 
paramount for male coaches to have what Danielsen and 
colleagues (2019) define as cultural architects ‘working for 
them’ in the locker room. One of the coaches stated this in 
the following way: “She was a player I leaned on. And she 
had the locker room, and I knew that if we won or lost, she 

was the right person to lead the locker room”. (Participant 
9). 

Team selection – consequences of choosing playing 
time 
          Coaching an elite team sport involves having to 
continuously make decisions, and the quality of these 
decisions has a direct impact on the performance, 
motivation, satisfaction, coach-athlete relationship, and the 
team (Cox et al., 2018). One continuous and inevitable 
decision coaches need to make is team selection. This 
selection also includes deciding players playing time, which 
is usually a factor that players value highly (Carron & Eys, 
2012). Elite-level teams have more players available than 
the operational team directly involved in the match. 
Therefore, striving for playing time may cause intrateam 
rivalry. This 'fighting for playing time' is an ongoing, 
omnipresent process. If the players perceive the 
distribution of playing time as unfair, it may initiate 
destructive internal conflicts that can interfere with optimal 
team functioning and competitive success (Carron & Eys, 
2012). Consequently, most coaches take team selection 
and allocation of playing time quite seriously. Nevertheless, 
only the female coaches in this study's sample perceive this 
as challenging. 
  

I chose one player in midback because it was best 
for the chemistry overall, while the other player 
probably is a better player in isolation. But it was 
bad chemistry and cold climate, and then we had 
to make a choice. It costs a bit, and it really did 
not go well for the one who was put out. She did 
not handle it very well, so it became very difficult.  
(Participant 2) 
 
As the quotes illustrate, the coaches' perceptions of 

the players' reactions to team selection and lack of playing 
time include negative feelings and dissatisfaction. Former 
research has reported similar cognitive and emotional 
reactions related to team selection and playing time 
(Fletcher & Arnold, 2011). Even if all coaches are aware of 
the players' reactions, it may be that the female coaches 
are more sensitive to these reactions and how it may affect 
the players. Female coaches have been described as 
empathetic and caring (Lindgren & Barker-Ruchti, 2017); 
therefore, they may be more attuned to the implications of 
team selection and playing time. They are potentially more 
aware that, besides the player's acute reaction, it may have 
implications for the coach-athlete relationship and may 
have career implications for the player (McEwen et al., 
2018). 

Concluding remarks 

          This article has explored the considerations that 
male and female coaches perceive in elite female soccer 
coaching practice. From a practical point of view, the 
findings of this study have implications for coaches, 
players, sports psychologists, and teams. These can be 
summarized in four main points. First, the findings show 
that players on female elite teams primarily have semi-
professional rather than fully-professional lives. This makes 
it challenging for the coaches to have influence and for the 
players to manage their commitments, affecting their 
ability to develop their full potential as soccer players. A 
consequence of these commitments may be that female 
players are more prone to injuries, burnout, and early-
career termination. Coaches need to consider this when 
planning players' training sessions and weeks. Second, the 
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coaches perceive that female players have low self-esteem; 
thus, it is essential for coaches to employ a personal and 
supportive management style. Third, the end of romantic 
relationships between players in the team has the potential 
to disrupt the whole team and cause intrateam conflicts. 
Thus, coaches should identify and communicate a 
conscious strategy for how coaches and the players should 
handle any romantic relationships in the team. Fourth, the 
analysis shows that coaches may experience different 
challenges depending on their own gender. Male coaches 
discussed the detrimental impact of reduced access to the 
locker room, while female coaches found team selection 
challenging. 

 

Perhaps the most important conclusion of this study 
is that coaching female elite players comes with coaching 
considerations identified as being specific to this context. 
Being aware of them can lead to a better coach-athlete 
relationship, improved learning environment, and 
enhanced performance culture in the team. This knowledge 
can also be helpful for coaches in strengthening their 
leadership position. Finally, it is recommended that studies 
with a longitudinal design examine how the challenges 
might be perceived to change over time and how effective 
the actions coaches take to minimize these challenges are. 
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