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ABSTRACT

Although we know that significant others play an important role in athlete development, the
specific role of coaches’ support along the developmental pathway remains unclear. Using quali-
tative methods, we compared perceptions of coach support among 16 elite and 16 super-elite
Olympic athletes as they progressed through Fundamentals, Emerging Commitment, Commitment
to Excellence, and Mastery stages of development. Thematic analysis with exemplar quotes high-
lighted the critical role of coach support. The results also revealed differences in the experience of
coach support between elite and super-elite athletes — super-elite athletes perceived their support
needs were met, whereas elite athletes did not. Complementary frequency counts indicated that
super-elite athletes reported more support instances across all stages and fewer reports of lacking
support at three of the four stages. A supplementary chi-square test further revealed that these
coach support differences were significant at the Mastery stage. This study provides the first
evidence that coach support influences the super-elite athlete career pathway, perhaps most
notably at the Mastery stage. The findings suggest that coaches should ensure athletes perceive
consistent support from them throughout development and recognise the significant positive
impact their support can have at the Mastery stage—that is, it is never too late to provide support.
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In parallel with the burgeoning literature on expertise
(Hambrick et al, 2018) more generally, there has
been recent considerable growth in talent identifica-
tion and development research specifically in sport
(Baker et al., 2020; Cahill & MacNamara, 2023; Collins
et al, 2019; Schlawe et al., 2025). Researchers
acknowledge that the development of athletic talent
is multi-faceted (e.g., Baker et al, 2019). However,
alongside aspects of the performer (e.g., genetics,
physiology, psychology) on the one hand, and prac-
tice and training on the other, the role of social
environmental factors has been noted as an impor-
tant, yet relatively under-researched area (Henriksen
& Stambulova, 2023; Rees et al., 2016). In the present
article, we examined one key social aspect: athletes’
perceptions of their coaches’ support as they pro-
gressed along the pathway to elite and super-elite
levels of achievement in sport.

Significant others have long been understood to play
an important role in athletic development, success, and
coping with stress and injury (Freeman, 2020), and

athletes consistently cite support as a key ingredient in
their progression (Greenleaf et al., 2001; Rees, 2016; Rees
& Hardy, 2000). While social support has often been
examined in injury or stress contexts, its role in long-
term talent development remains underexplored.
Although support is acknowledged in some relevant
frameworks (e.g., Collins et al., 2016; MacNamara et al.,
2010; Martindale et al., 2010), and development pro-
grammes are sometimes referred to as ‘athlete support
programmes’ (Giillich & Emrich, 2012), we still know
relatively little about the nuanced role of coach support
across the developmental pathway. This is surprising
given that coaches are often central to athletes’ lives
and that support is widely recognised as integral to the
coaching process (Lu et al., 2016; Robbins & Rosenfeld,
2001). Reviews (e.g., Rees et al., 2016) reinforce the
importance of understanding how athletes perceive
and respond to support from their coaches. For example,
Sauvé et al's (2022) sample of Olympians highlighted
their coaches’ support (or lack thereof) as an important
contributor to well-being.
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The aim of the present research was to examine retro-
spectively World Championship and Olympic athletes’
perceptions of their coaches’ support. Social support is
generally considered to be multidimensional. Although
there has long been debate over how many dimensions
comprise social support (Cutrona & Russell, 1990), we
were initially guided in this investigation by four specific
dimensions of support regularly noted in the sport lit-
erature (e.g., Freeman, 2021; Hartley et al., 2020; Rees &
Hardy, 2000): emotional support—providing comfort,
security, and a sense of being loved and cared for;
esteem support—bolstering an individual's self-esteem
and sense of competence; informational support—pro-
viding advice and guidance; and tangible support—pro-
viding practical and instrumental assistance.

In addition to these four widely cited dimensions, we
examined three additional aspects that reflect more
nuanced coaching practices: individualised training sup-
port; protection from overtraining; and discipline, struc-
ture, and limits. These were informed by previous
literature linking them to athlete dropout, injury vulner-
ability, and developmental environments (Fraser-
Thomas et al., 2008; R. E. Smith et al.,, 1990; Strachan
etal, 2011).

By examining support across the athletes’ develop-
ment, we were able to examine whether any differences
in support were evident between two groups of athletes
(elite — performing at senior international level; and
super-elite — Gold medalists at Olympics or World
Championships) at specific stages of the athletes’ path-
ways. While different models of athlete development
have been proposed (e.g., Balyi & Hamilton, 2000; Co6té
et al,, 2012), we adopted UK Sport’s four-stage timeline:
(@) Fundamentals—comprising aspects of ‘deliberate
play’ (within a given sport) and a first taste of coaching
and exposure to competition. This stage typically
involves athletes competing at a local level; (b)
Emerging Commitment—specialisation emerges, with
an increased input from the national governing body
of sport. This stage typically involves athletes competing
at regional and national levels; (c) Commitment to
Excellence—the athlete demonstrates the potential to
achieve podium performance and is typically competing
at international level; and (d) Mastery—the programme
is focused on medal success, and marginal gains are
sought and exploited. The athlete is typically competing
at a World and Olympic level.

The present research

In the first study of its type, we sought to provide
a comprehensive examination of athletes’ perceptions
of coach support along their developmental timeline.

Using a truly elite sample of Olympic and World
Championship athletes, we employed primarily qualita-
tive methods to explore perceptions of support over
time, and to examine differences in support between
elite and super-elite athletes. Through this novel focus,
we sought to make a unique contribution to both the
support and talent development literature, and to pro-
vide new insights for athletes and coaches into the key
role played by support processes.

Method

The present study represents the final investigation from
the Great British Medalists’ project, with previous papers
focusing on practice, training, and psychosocial experi-
ences. The focus on perceptions of coach support is
unique to this study.

Participants and procedure

The participants were 32 former UK Sport-funded British
athletes from seven Olympic sports, who, in line with the
performance standard levels noted in Rees et al. (2016,
p. 1042), could be defined as ‘elite’ or ‘super-elite’.
Sixteen athletes (6 male, 10 female) were super-elite, as
they had been Olympic and/or World Champions, with
all bar one winning at least one subsequent further gold
at a major international championship. These super-elite
athletes (Myg. = 40.25 years, SD = 6.16) had competed at
15.3 (SD=6.0) important international championships
across 13.0 (SD=4.5) years, winning 8.5 (SD=5.1)
medals (4.6 golds; SD=3.8). The 16 elite athletes (6
male, 10 female) were also UK Sport-funded, but, bar
two silvers, had not medaled at Olympics or World
Championships. The elite athletes (Mgg. = 33.44, years,
SD=12.53) had competed at 6.7 (SD=4.2) important
international championships over 7.3 (SD =2.9) years.
Athletes were matched by sport, sex, discipline, age,
and era of their career. Athletes were not blinded to
the purpose of the study — we clarified at the outset of
interviews (a) the group (super-elite vs elite) to which
participants were assigned, and (b) that participant
responses would be compared across groups.

Data collection

We obtained ethical approval from the UK Sport Ethics
Committee. To recruit participants, we enlisted the sup-
port of four highly respected former Olympic and World
Champion athletes to act as project ambassadors. These
ambassadors endorsed the study and allowed us to send
signed letters from them to participants, encouraging
them to take part. This approach helped to establish
trust and legitimacy. Following initial expressions of



interest, each athlete was contacted by telephone to
explain the study in more detail. A follow-up letter was
then sent to provide a written summary of participation
requirements, and interviews were scheduled accord-
ingly. The lead author conducted the interviews (pre-
piloted on two non-elite athletes; piloted on four former
funded elite or higher athletes), which lasted 3 hours 54
minutes (SD =35 minutes). To guide data collection
while retaining flexibility, we used a semi-structured
interview approach. Athletes were invited to begin by
recounting their journey from their earliest sporting
memory through to their Olympic career. To support
memory recall and provide structure, each interview
was preceded by media abstraction to develop an indi-
vidualised timeline and brief biography, which was dis-
cussed at the outset. Although interviews followed an
unstructured flow, a flexible interview guide was used to
ensure that coach support — our central topic - was
explored across all stages of development. Open-
ended questions were used throughout, supplemented
by elaboration and clarification probes (Kallio et al.,
2016), with questions about support woven into the
conversation as they naturally arose (Low, 2019). For
example, participants were asked, ‘Can you tell me
about your relationship with your coach at that stage?
The interviewer ensured that all participants reflected on
support experiences across their developmental path-
way, even if the order and emphasis varied. At the
close, participants were invited to add any final
thoughts. This approach allowed athletes to tell their
stories in their own words, while ensuring consistent
and in-depth exploration of perceived coach support.

Analysis

Verbatim interview transcripts were checked for errors
and member checked by the athletes. For anonymity, all
participants’ personal identifiers were double coded
prior to analysis. Athletes were identified with a single
letter (A to P) with the addition of SE for Super-Elite (e.g.,
F-SE) or E for Elite (e.g., P-E). We initially employed the-
matic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun et al., 2016),
informed by theoretical concepts (e.g., perceived sup-
port; dimensions of support) while remaining open to
data-driven insights based on athletes’ own interpreta-
tions of coach support across stages. Authors 1, 3, and 5
first familiarised themselves with the data through
repeated reading of transcripts. Authors 3 and 5 then
independently conducted line-by-line coding, identify-
ing labels relevant to the perceived nature and function
of support. These codes were reviewed collaboratively,
and key patterns were developed into candidate themes
(e.g., emotional support, esteem support). Themes were
reviewed and refined by Authors 1-5, to ensure clarity
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and coherence. Once finalised, each illustrative quote
was tagged against one of the four developmental
stages - Fundamentals, Emerging Commitment,
Commitment to Excellence, or Mastery — by Authors 3
and 5. This temporal categorisation allowed us to com-
pare support experiences between elite and super-elite
athletes across developmental stages.

Drawing on a content analysis framework (Schreier,
2012), we also examined the frequency of athletes
reporting each type of support (and reporting explicit
absences of support) at each stage, giving an indication
of support prevalence - albeit this does not explicitly
speak to its relevance or importance. This also allowed
us to run chi-square tests on these combined aspects of
support at each stage.

Research quality

In line with B. Smith and McGannon (2017), we used
several strategies to enhance the trustworthiness of
our findings. First, member checking was conducted by
providing each participant with a transcript of their
interview and the opportunity to clarify or amend any
aspect of their account. Second, discussion until consen-
sus was reached occurred between Authors 1-5 during
the development and refinement of codes and themes,
allowing for shared interpretation and resolution of any
discrepancies. Third, peer debriefing was undertaken
through consultation with two senior colleagues who
were not involved in data collection or analysis but had
substantial knowledge of athlete development and
Olympic sport systems. Their external perspective pro-
vided valuable challenge and feedback on the coher-
ence and credibility of our interpretations. In addition,
we report findings using participants’ direct quotes, in
line with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) and Lochmiller’s
(2021) recommendations to enhance transparency and
support analytic claims. This approach also allowed par-
ticipants’ voices to be heard in their own terms, support-
ing reflexivity and reducing the influence of researcher
bias (Guest et al., 2012). Finally, the research team
engaged in prolonged and systematic interaction with
the data, facilitating iterative reflection both individually
and collaboratively (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Levitt et al,,
2017).

Results

In reporting our findings, (a) where possible we provide
raw participant quotes so that the data speak for them-
selves and the voices of the participants are heard; (b) for
each of the developmental stages within each type of
support, where super-elite and elite athletes shared
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similar perceptions of support, we report just one exem-
plar quote; and (c) where super-elite and elite athletes
differed across stage and support, we report two exem-
plar quotes, from a super-elite and an elite athlete.
Participant quotes are presented as indented block
quotes, regardless of length, in line with qualitative
reporting conventions and APA guidance (American
Psychological Association, 2020), to enhance clarity and
distinguish participant voice. Finally, we report chi-
square tests for the frequencies of athlete reports of
support versus its absence at each stage. In line with
the known empirical overlap between support dimen-
sions (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Rees & Freeman, 2009), and in
conjunction with our data’s focus on technical aspects,
we collapsed the dimensions of informational and tan-
gible support into one, focusing on technical aspects of
support (e.g., technical expertise, advice, guidance, and
information concerning solutions to a problem).

Emotional support

Fundamentals

Six super-elite and five elite athletes reported emotional
support; none reported its absence. F-SE described
Coach-1 as providing acceptance, belonging, and
a surrogate parent role:

Coach-1 was great. | absolutely loved him. Coach-1 was
picking up waifs and strays and | was one of them. The
training group was probably a surrogate family.

Emerging Commitment

Nine super-elite and seven elite athletes reported emo-
tional support; none reported its absence. A-E described
Coach-1 as approachable and supportive:

You could talk to him ... about anything, even if it wasn't
athletics-related. ... if something to do with your home
life or whatever was bothering me, you know that you
could talk to him.

Commitment to Excellence

Nine super-elite and seven elite athletes reported emo-
tional support; two super-elite and three elite athletes
reported its absence. B-SE highlighted the depth of
emotional support and connection with Coach-3:

[Coach-3] would be mum and dad, granny, psychologist,
nutritionist—everybody in one role. ... Even now, | still
regard him as a father figure.

Mastery
Ten super-elite and four elite athletes reported emo-
tional support; two super-elite and ten elite athletes

reported its absence. P-SE described a strong and endur-
ing emotional bond with Coach-2:

[Coach-2] treats me like a third son, and he's like
a surrogate Dad to me ... | just had loads of respect for
him and what he has done. ... He was just the person
| needed to have alongside me.

In contrast, J-E reported a breakdown in emotional sup-
port with Coach-2 at this stage:

[Coach-2] just ignored me. ... He brought me in and
said, ‘Right we're just not picking you this year’. | might
have been invisible for all he cared. ... | got [success in
sport] in spite of [Coach-2].

Esteem support

Fundamentals

Six super-elite and five elite athletes reported esteem
support; none reported its absence. N-E described an
‘influential’ sense of esteem support from Coach-1:

[Coach-1] was quite influential, because he actually
really believed | could do well and his belief in me
helped. That gives you a bit of confidence when people
actually believe in you.

Emerging Commitment

Six super-elite and six elite athletes reported esteem
support; one elite athlete reported its absence. A-SE
described the impact of working with a coach who had
‘total belief in him:

[Coach-2] was very ... positive. ... Being with a coach
that instilled in you, ‘There’s no such word as can't’... He
had total belief in me ... and ... thought, ‘Well | can do
it because he said it'.

Commitment to Excellence

Five super-elite and four elite athletes reported esteem
support; two super-elite and five elite athletes reported
its absence. F-SE described how praise from Coach-4
inspired motivation and effort:

I respond so much better to someone who is excited and
can see my potential. That's when | started trying to
work for [Coach-4]. ... He just said, ‘[F-SE] this is brilliant
you are doing great’. Suddenly he was just so [encoura-
ging], and | will do anything for that.

Mastery

Nine super-elite and no elite athletes reported esteem
support; three super-elite and ten elite athletes reported
its absence. H-SE described a turning point in his career
following the death of his father, when support from
Coach-6 helped him recover:



[Coach-6] was probably the most influential coach ... He
said, ‘You haven’t done any [training due to the death of
your father] and yet ... | know you are [really] good, and
| know you've got the talent’. When he believed in me,
suddenly | felt like | could do it.

In contrast, C-E experienced a lack of esteem support
that reflected his coach'’s self-doubt:

| didn't ever feel that [Coach-6] really backed me. ...
| really needed to have somebody that really believed
in me. ...l lacked real inner confidence and self-belief . ..
it wasn't fed well by ... the fact that he wasn't very
confident in himself and in his coaching ability.

Technical support

Fundamentals

Three super-elite and no elite athletes reported technical
support; three super-elite and nine elite athletes
reported its absence. H-SE described early technical
exposure from both his father and a club coach:

My dad was a coach ... to Olympic standard . .. from the
age of four | would be out ... watching him coach. ...
I begged him ... | wanted to [do my sport]. | would [also]
be coached [technically] by [Coach-1], one of the coa-
ches of the [major] club.

In contrast, E-E perceived a lack of structured technical
support:

[Coach-1] ... was more making sure everyone was safe
rather than [teaching]l. ... There were no structured
debriefs. It was ... ‘Go and try this!’ ... That's how we learnt
[laughs], in at the deep end, a lot of figuring it out for
yourself.

Emerging Commitment

Four super-elite and three elite athletes reported
technical support; six super-elite and eight elite ath-
letes reported its absence. H-SE noted that a lack of
technical support contributed to long-term technical
flaws:

With [Coach-2], | never had any extra coaching. ... The
way | [do the most basic element of my sport] is techni-
cally wrong, because | never got taught correctly.

Commitment to Excellence

Eight super-elite and eight elite athletes reported tech-
nical support; three super-elite and three elite athletes
reported its absence. C-E described a performance
break-through following targeted technical input:

I... knew very little [technically] ... | remember the first
youth nationals | went to where | had a pre-event train-
ing session with [Coach-4] ... and | didn’t know how to
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[do the basics]. ... He said, ‘Well this is going to make
a big difference’. ... and it really did.

Mastery

Twelve super-elite and nine elite athletes reported tech-
nical support; no super-elite and three elite athletes
reported its absence. P-E described a turning point
after switching to Coach-5:

| could see [Coach-5]'s programmes were more struc-
tured, offered more support, gave the technical feed-
back that | wanted. ... [Coach-5] was very good on
technique. ... When | moved to [Coach-5] is when it
really started changing [positively] for me.

Individualised training support

Fundamentals

No super-elite and two elite athletes reported individua-
lised training support; five super-elite and two elite ath-
letes reported its absence. N-SE described a lack of
personal attention:

| never really had [individualised coaching]. ... | just got
chucked into group sessions ... With [Coach-1] it's just
group sessions, no one-to-one.

Emerging Commitment

Three super-elite and three elite athletes reported indi-
vidualised training support; seven super-elite and three
elite athletes reported its absence. G-E described being
singled out within a larger group:

With [Coach-4] | was sometimes one of twenty, but ...
I was being singled out and given a lot of [individualised]
coaching.

Commitment to Excellence

Seven super-elite and six elite athletes reported indivi-
dualised training support; three super-elite and four elite
athletes reported its absence. K-SE noted the limits of
a one-size-fits-all training model:

[With Coach-2, we] had ... a single training schedule
which everyone was following, but they were breaking
down ... they couldn’t do the same workload and ...
intensity [as me].

Mastery

Twelve super-elite and five elite athletes reported indi-
vidualised training support; two super-elite and five elite
athletes reported its absence. O-SE trained in a group
but valued the tailored input:

[Coach-2] was very big on the individual. ... Sessions
were individualised in the technical aspects ... each
person doing their own thing.
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In contrast, L-E highlighted the absence of one-to-one
input:

With [Coach-3, the coaching] was ... not good enough

for me to reach my full potential. ... There was
a squad ... | didn't have a one-on-one dedicated
coach. ... If | had someone that was just focused on

me ... it could have been better.

Protection from overtraining

Fundamentals

No super-elite and two elite athletes reported protection
from overtraining; no athletes reported its absence. With
only two quotes, no exemplar is presented.

Emerging Commitment

Three super-elite and three elite athletes reported pro-
tection from overtraining; one super-elite athlete
reported its absence. A-SE reflected on a coach’s protec-
tive decision:

[Coach-2] wouldn't let me go [to a training event] ...
| remember ... thinking | would have liked to have gone
but | never argued with him. ... I look back now, | think it
was totally the right decision ... he always had the plan.

Commitment to Excellence

Eight super-elite and two elite athletes reported protec-
tion from overtraining; three super-elite and five elite
athletes reported its absence. B-SE described being nur-
tured appropriately:

[Coach-3] was able to nurture me ... letting me develop
naturally. ... [My teammate] could do a lot more work. ...
| was very easily broken down, always getting ill, easily
tired.

In contrast, A-E struggled to communicate concerns:

| couldn’t approach [Coach-2]. ... | knew he would get
upset. ... so ... instead of listening to my body ... | just
carried on training, and then | was ... laid out for 3-4
months.

Mastery

Fourteen super-elite and three elite athletes reported
protection from overtraining; one super-elite and six
elite athletes reported its absence. K-SE described a key
coaching insight:

[Coach-2] knew I'd always be on the side of doing too
much. ... Sometimes ... [Coach-2] would say, ‘Less is
more’ and that was a massive, massive lesson for me.

G-E contrasted the approaches of two coaches:

[Coach-4] ... could see when | was doing too much. ...
[He] knew when to push me or when to say ... Take it
easy’.

[Coach-5] ... was setting the bar high. ... | did every-
thing to the letter and would then be really struggling ...
| couldn’t cope with that.

Discipline, structure, and limits

Fundamentals

Eight super-elite and no elite athletes reported disci-
pline, structure, and limits; one elite athlete reported its
absence. C-SE described early structure:

[Coach-2] was an ex-naval officer ... very military about
everything; that suited me. ... Even as kids, you [had to]
get up at 7 am and do your ... press-ups, run the hill ...
that was ... his way.

M-E described a lack of structure:

| was just sort of drifting, doing [my sport] when
| wanted ... having fun ... no structure, nothing.

Emerging Commitment

Seven super-elite and no elite athletes reported discipline,
structure, and limits; two super-elite athletes reported its
absence. N-SE recalled growing expectations:

[Coach-2] stopped being so nice ... If you were messing
about in a session, you got told off. ... | realized ... . if you
want to improve, you've got to listen . .. it’s like a school.

Commitment to Excellence

Seven super-elite and four elite athletes reported disci-
pline, structure, and limits; two super-elite and two elite
athletes reported its absence. G-E highlighted the posi-
tive influence of structure - and its absence when
a coach departed:

[Coach-4] had ... a very ‘follow the rules’ training pro-
gramme. ... When [Coach-4] left, this structure had
gone. ... | liked being able to see my progression ...
that wasn’t there anymore.

Mastery

Ten super-elite and five elite athletes reported discipline,
structure, and limits; two super-elite and three elite athletes
reported its absence. J-SE explained how structure helped
him thrive:

I like a structure, a plan, and to know what | am doing. ...
[a] training schedule. ... | loved having a structure ... not
just a day-to-day ... over your whole year ... competi-
tions ... training ... when | am going to be tapering
off ... it was just brilliant.
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Table 1. Number of super-elite and elite athletes reporting dimensions of support within each stage.

Support Type Fundamentals Emerging Commitment Commitment to Excellence Mastery
Emotional Super-Elite 6 9 9 10
Elite 5 7 7 4
Esteem Super-Elite 6 6 5 9
Elite 5 6 4 0
Technical Super-Elite 3 4 8 12
Elite 0 3 8 9
Indiv Support Super-Elite 0 3 7 12
Elite 2 3 6 5
Protect Overtrain Super-Elite 0 3 8 14
Elite 2 3 2 3
Discipline Super-Elite 8 7 7 10
Elite 0 0 4 5
All Support Combined Super-Elite 23 32 44 67
Elite 14 25 31 26
Indiv Support = Individualised Training Support; Protect Overtrain = Protection from Overtraining; Discipline = Discipline, Structure, and Limits.
Table 2. Number of super-elite and elite athletes reporting an absence of support within each stage.
Support Type Fundamentals Emerging Commitment Commitment to Excellence Mastery
Emotional Super-Elite 0 0 2 2
Elite 0 0 3 10
Esteem Super-Elite 0 0 2 3
Elite 0 1 5 10
Technical Super-Elite 3 6 3 0
Elite 9 8 4 3
Indiv Support Super-Elite 5 7 3 2
Elite 2 3 4 5
Protect Overtrain Super-Elite 0 1 3 1
Elite 0 0 5 6
Discipline Super-Elite 0 2 2 2
Elite 1 0 2 3
All Support Combined Super-Elite 8 16 15 10
Elite 1 12 23 37

Indiv Support = Individualised Training Support; Protect Overtrain = Protection from Overtraining; Discipline = Discipline, Structure, and Limits.

Chi-square tests

Tables 1 and 2 provide cross-tabulations of support (and
its absence) across the four developmental stages,
including combined support frequencies. Super-elite
athletes reported more support at all stages compared
to elite athletes, and fewer reports of absence at three of
the four stages. Chi-square tests revealed a significant
effect at the Mastery stage, )(2 (1)=32.51, p<.001,
Cramer's V=.48. Effects at other stages were non-
significant: Fundamentals, X2 (1)=2.04, p=.153,
Cramer’s V=.19; Emerging Commitment, X2 (1)=.01,p
=.930, Cramer’s V=.01; and Commitment to Excellence,
x> (1)=3.72, p=.054, Cramer’s V=.18. The effect at the
Mastery stage (Cramer’'s V=.48) is considered large
(small =.10, medium = .30, and large =.50).

Discussion

We examined elite and super-elite athletes’ experi-
ences of coach support across their developmental
pathway. The results show a consistent message:
super-elite athletes perceived their support needs
were met, whereas elite athletes did not. When

support dimensions were combined, super-elite ath-
letes reported more support across all stages and
fewer instances of its absence in three of the four
stages. Notably, the most striking difference appeared
at the Mastery stage, for which a significant chi-square
test provided additional evidence for this conclusion.
This study uniquely extends previous research in at
least two key ways: (a) it identifies differences in the
experience of coach support between world’s best and
other world-class performers (i.e., super-elite and elite);
and (b) it highlights how these differences vary across
specific stages of development. Although support
appears important throughout the athlete journey,
the marked difference at the Mastery stage under-
scores that it is never too late for coaches to provide
meaningful support.

Our analysis also revealed more nuanced stage-
specific differences. At the Fundamentals stage, elite
athletes more frequently reported an absence of techni-
cal support compared to their super-elite counterparts.
For athletes who began their primary sport relatively
late, this technical input was especially important for
helping them ‘catch up’ with peers. Similarly, at the
Fundamentals and Emerging Commitment stages, only
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super-elite athletes emphasised the value of discipline,
structure, and limits. This may align with previous
research on foundational critical life events in athlete
development (e.g., Hardy et al., 2017), which suggests
that adverse early experiences may increase an indivi-
dual’s desire for stability and structure — qualities often
found in sport environments (Flett et al., 2012).

At the Commitment to Excellence stage, the only
notable difference was in perceived protection from
overtraining, which became more pronounced at the
Mastery stage. Athletes with high training commitment
may be vulnerable to overtraining and injury unless
coaches intervene appropriately (MacKinnon, 2000). As
such, protection from overtraining may be particularly
important for athletes with a high commitment to train-
ing (Hardy et al., 2017). Although we did not objectively
assess overtraining, super-elite athletes perceived them-
selves to have received greater protection. This suggests
that perceived protection from overtraining involves not
just managing training loads, but also fostering trust and
care - hallmarks of emotional support.

At the Mastery stage there were additional differ-
ences. Super-elite athletes reported more emotional
and esteem support, as well as more individualised train-
ing support. Tailored, individualised training may foster
a deeper sense of being cared for, which Sarason et al.
(1990, p. 119) described as the ‘essence of social sup-
port’. This reinforces the well-established idea that social
support is multi-faceted, with overlapping functions
often observed in real-world settings (Freeman, 2020;
Rees, 2016). In contrast, generic training support might
signal a lack of personal investment by the coach.

Although we found no group differences in emo-
tional or esteem support at earlier stages, it seems unli-
kely that these forms of support are irrelevant to high-
level performance. Previous work has consistently high-
lighted the importance of both emotional and esteem
support in shaping athletes’ confidence, affect, and
broader developmental outcomes (e.g., Freeman &
Rees, 2009; Freeman et al., 2014; Wachsmuth et al.,
2025). Notably, emotional and esteem support were
the most frequently cited forms of support — both in
terms of their presence and absence.

The finding that emotional and esteem support dif-
ferentiated athletes at the Mastery stage — while techni-
cal support did not - invites reflection on coaching
priorities. Historically, coaching at later developmental
stages has been heavily focused on refining athletes’
technical and tactical skills (Miller & Kerr, 2002). The
lack of between-group differences in technical support
at later stages may reflect large between-sport variability
in technical demands - variation our multi-sport design
could not account for. Nonetheless, athletes’ willingness

to engage with technical support appeared to depend
on their perception of the coach’s expertise.

It is important to recognise that sport-specific
developmental demands vary widely. Early specialisa-
tion sports (e.g., gymnastics) may differ substantially
from late specialisation sports (e.g., rowing or track
cycling) in how coach support is experienced. Thus,
some variation in perceived coach support may
reflect these within-sport differences. While the pre-
sent design allowed for broad insight across Olympic
experience, it limited our ability to examine how
specific sport cultures shape coach support dynamics.
Future research should consider within-sport designs
to explore stage-specific support needs in more
depth.

Strengths and limitations

Strengths of the present research include the genuinely
elite and super-elite status of the athletes, the compar-
ison between two such high-performing groups, and the
detailed examination of support dimensions across four
developmental stages.

Against these strengths, several limitations should
be acknowledged. First, retrospective recall intro-
duces the potential for memory bias. Second,
although the multi-sport design enhances generalisa-
bility, it likely masks within-sport variation in devel-
opmental pathways and support structures. Future
studies might examine these nuances within
a single sport context. Third, the absence of a low-
achieving comparison group limits our ability to
determine whether observed similarities reflect
shared developmental needs or irrelevant support
dimensions.

It is also possible that super-elite athletes, having
achieved greater success, were more inclined to
report support more positively. That said, the elite
athletes in this study would be considered highly
accomplished by almost any standard than Olympic
and World gold medals. Importantly, the athletes
were aware of their group assignment and knew
their responses would be compared.

Conclusions

At every stage of development, at least one support
dimension differentiated super-elite from elite ath-
letes, with the clearest difference at the Mastery
stage. Across all dimensions, super-elite athletes
were more likely to feel their support needs had
been met. These findings offer a novel contribution
to our understanding of coach-athlete support and



highlight that even in the final stages of development,
it is never too late to provide meaningful, individua-
lised support.
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