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Abstract

Necessitated by sustained evidence of abuse and inappropriate coaching practices, an ethic of care
has been promoted as a promising approach to sport coaching. Providing care in sport contexts is,
however, difficult because caring is often labour intensive, situational, and many individuals
including coaches themselves may need care. That is the conditions of some sport coaching contexts
may not be conducive to care. Currently, there are few evidence-based examples of how to develop
the conditions that facilitate care in coaching contexts. Accordingly, this study reports on a Head
Coach’s attempts to develop a ‘caring culture’ using the Continuous Change Model for Caring
Cultures (CCMCC)(Hickey, & Cronin, 2021). Utilising a structural narrative analysis of stories gathered
across a season, findings reveal challenges including limited capacities and capabilities to care, and
the need to align care with wider norms. The narrative also highlights the value of publicly rewarding
care, and how other characters beyond the Head Coach attempted to provide care in different
scenes. These findings provide the first account of utilising the CCMCC, including stories and analysis

that may support others to develop the conditions to support caring relationships.

Keywords: Athletes’ Needs; Care; Club Development; Culture Change
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Introduction

Often jolted into the wider consciousness by high-profile scandals, care is paradoxically a critical
coaching issue and one that can be ‘taken for granted’ or even absent. In response, coaching
researchers and policy makers have called for, and in some instances developed, safeguarding
procedures to reduce abuse, promote non-malevolence, and inform everyday sporting practices
(e.g., Lang, 2021; McMahon et al., 2025). Indeed, in the UK coaches have a legal duty of care to take
reasonable steps to prevent harm (Partington, 2021). Augmenting this legal duty, researchers have
argued that in addition to non-malevolence and safeguarding, caring relationships informed by an
ethic of care can be productive pedgaogical relationships (e.g., Fisher et al., 2019; Gano-Overway &
Guivernau, 2018; Gearity, 2012). More precisely, it is reasoned that caring relationships, where
‘carers’ (i.e., coaches) understand the needs of the ‘cared for’ (i.e., athletes) and engage in dialogical
and reciprocal relationships, can be vehicles for athletes to learn, thrive and flourish (e.g., Cronin &
Armour, 2018; Fisher et al., 2019). The basis for such claims rests predominantly on several small
bodies of research. Firstly, retrospective case studies and surveys, mainly developed from coaches’
perspectives, depict how understanding the needs of athletes and jointly developing contextually
relevant actions can lead to productive athlete development (e.g., Cronin & Armour, 2018; Knust &
Fisher, 2015; Annerstedt & Eva-Carin, 2014). Secondly, recognising that care should be relational
rather than dominating, recent studies have drawn on athlete perspectives (e.g., Kjaer et al., 2023;
Lewis, et al., 2023; Morris, et al., 2023). These voices have reinforced the importance of dialogue,
understanding context specific needs, and have additionally emphasised the importance of
authentic listening and acting. Finally, a small corpus of research has examined care in youth sport,
PE, and positive youth development settings (e.g., Gano-Overway, 2013; Gano-Overway & Peteron,
2023). Supported by quantitative measures such as the caring climate scale (e.g., Fry & Gano-
Overway, 2010) this work has evidenced the positive influences care has on young participants and
how caring relations between young people themselves may lead to educative experiences.

Informing this empirical sport research, is a significant body of philosophical work over four decades
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which argues that caring relationships can be powerful pedagogical entities. Specifically, it is argued
(e.g., Noddings, 2005; 2013) that in caring relationships both parties work together to help the cared
for flourish and potentially learn. Together this party of research intimates that an ethic of care,
though not unproblematic, can be a powerful positive influence upon some athletes’ development.
Thus, whether from a duty or an ethic perspective, care is a key coaching issue, and consequently

the focus of this study.

Whilst different conceptions of care abound, in her work Noddings (2003; 2005; 2013)
promulgated an ethic of care as a moral and pedagogical conception of care. This conception does
not see care as a duty but a relational ethic informed by principles such as engrossment {i.e.,
sustained attention to the needs of the cared for), motivational displacement (i.e., where carers act
in the interests of the cared for), and reciprocity (i.e., where the ‘cared for’ is respected as an
individual who can contribute to the relationship). These principles enable both parties of a caring
dyad to collaboratively understand and act in response to the needs of the cared for (i.e., care is
relative to the needs of the cared for and the ability of the carer to support). For Noddings (2003, p.
61) needs are typically differentiated from wants as “stable over time or intense” and “desirable or
at least not harmful”. Such needs may be inferred by coaches’ observations or even through data,
but there is a danger here of projecting the carer’s own perspectives on to the cared for (e.g., if | was
in that position | would...). Rather Noddings (2013) encourages dialogue and listening such that the
freedom of the cared for is recognised and they can express their needs without unnecessary fear.
In this way care is particular (Clark Miller, 2005), and not “dependent on rules, or at least wholly on
rules — not upon a prior determination of what is fair or equitable — but upon a constellation of
conditions that is viewed through both the eyes of the one-caring and the eyes of the cared-for
(Noddings, 2013, p. 13). Subsequently interdependent action can be undertaken. Again, reflecting
the freedom and needs of the cared for, it is for the cared for to affirm that such acts are caring. This

relational and needs focused conceptualisation of care has informed work in a variety of contexts
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such as nursing (e.g., Lundqvist & Nilstun, 2009), education (e.g., Andersson et al., 2016), social work

(e.g., Hay, 2017) and to a modest extent, sport coaching (Cronin & Armour, 2018).

Critically, it is worth noting that care is a form of emotional labour (Cronin & Armour, 2018).
Reflecting Noddings’ feminist roots, it has been considered that care labour has long been
undervalued and under resourced (Noddings, 2013). This may be particularly the case in sporting
contexts given that coaches have complex and demanding roles (Dohsten et al. 2020). Hence it is not
always easy to be engrossed and support the needs of another (Enright et al. 2020). Working
conditions, turnover and stress (Mercer et al. 2025), may mean that authentic caring relationships,
as Noddings (2013) describes, are difficult to develop and potentially unsustainable (Dohsten et al.
2020). Additionally, much coaching is voluntary (e.g., Brazier, Lara-Bercial, Hill, Hodgson, & Megicks,
2025; Moustakas & Bales, 2022) and again coaches may have diminished resources (e.g., time) which
inhibit caring (Cronin & Armour, 2018). Furthermore, care can be challenging in sport contexts
because many coaches are part of asymetrical power relationships with influence over athlete
development, selection, and potentially careers (see Potrac & Jones, 2009; Denison, et al. 2017). In
such circumstances, it may be challenging for athletes to express their needs to powerful coaches
who they are required to impress. Similarly, it may be extremely challenging for athletes to assert
their freedom and to genuinely affirm care (Enright, et al. 2020). Conversely, in the often-
competitive sport context, coaches have reported presenting powerful, all knowing, and
commanding fronts to maintain respect and discipline amongst athletes and staff teams (Jones et al.
2010). From this perspective listening to athletes can be misunderstood as weakness or a lack of
knowledge. Indeed, the prevalence of micro-politics (Enright, et al. 2020), prevailing patriarchal
discourses (Gearity, et al., 2023), and social structures within sport organisations may somewhat
thwart coaches’ abilities to enact an ethic of care where power flows equally between the carer and

the cared for.
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With the above contextual challenges in mind but simultaneously appreciating the potential
of care to enhance sporting experiences, there is a need to explore how care can be facilitated in
organisations such as sport clubs. Consideration of how care is developed within organisations is
significant because as Noddings (2015, p.82) declares “caring-for requires a person-to person
relationship in which both carer and cared-for play essential roles. No institution can do this. What it
can do is to provide and support the conditions under which caring relations can prosper.” To date,
however, few contextually situated and longitudinal accounts of how organisations can support care
exist. Specifically, the challenge remains to develop caring cultures which can facilitate care labour
to be provided sustainably and received by those in need. In response this paper moves research
beyond existing retrospective accounts and aims to consider a Head Coach’s attempt to develop a
caring culture within a UK basketball club. The Head Coach’s perspective is pertinent because
coaches are powerful actors often tasked with the construction of visons (ICCE, 2012) and
orchestration of cultural norms within their organisation (see Edwards & Milton, 2025). This may
involve promoting values, embedding systems, and guiding others through tensions within the
context (see Henriksen et al. 2025). Indeed, work with the caring climate (Fry & Gano-Overway,
2010) suggests that coaches can be powerful promoters of caring relationships amongst others
within their cultural context. Accordingly, we provide the first article to report on a Head Coach’s
attempt to implement the Continual Change Model for Caring Cultures (CCMCC) (Cronin & Hickey,
2021). This model is a theoretically informed approach to developing a caring culture (i.e., a culture
that promotes the conditions in which care can flourish). It is examined here as an aid to others who

aspire for care to flourish within their sporting organisations.
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Theoretical Framework; Continual Change Model for Caring Cultures

(CCMCC)

To critically consider the Head Coach’s attempt to develop a caring culture within a UK basketball
club, we used the Continual Change Model for Caring Cultures (CCMCC) (Hickey & Cronin, 2021).
With the realisation that coaches had numerous influences and responsibilities that could limit their
ability to care, Hickey and Cronin (2021) developed the CCMCC model to guide the development of a
widespread organisational caring culture, which includes and advances beyond individual (i.e., self-
care) and dyadic views of care. Several postulates influenced the development of this work:
1) The conceptualisation of care as including non-malevolence and both moral and pedagogical
relationships that may help individuals flourish (e.g., athletes, coaches, officials).
2) The notion of caring relationships embedded in everyday practice rather than solely as a
response to critical incidents.
3) The limits of coaches to provide care for all, and the need to distribute care labour
throughout a sub-culture.

4) The recognition that others (e.g., senior stakeholders) within sporting contexts can enable

and thwart the sustainability of care within a setting.
Imbued by these insights, the model (See fig.1) includes concepts from Noddings’ care theory (i.e.,
engrossment, motivational displacement, and reciprocity) as a means of understanding and meeting
individuals’ inferred and expressed needs. Amongst other features the model supports those who
wish to develop the conditions for care by encouraging the development of a guiding coalition to
work with stakeholders including the cared for. Subsequently, actions and policies should be
developed to meet the needs of the cared for. Through these features and concepts there is a
recognition that athletes’ needs could be diverse (e.g., physical, technical, psychological and broader
needs), athletes’ voices are imperative in expressing their needs, and that stakeholders can

systematically work to support athletes with these needs.
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In the CCMCC, Noddings’ concepts (i.e., engrossment, motivational displacement, and
reciprocity) are amalgamated with features from emergent change management theory (See By,
2005). Emergent change approaches are often contrasted with traditional sequential planned
approaches to change, and diverge by promoting non-linear, continuous and open-ended processes.
This recognises the need to respond to unpredictable events as change occurs, the influence of
multiple variables on change, and the value of shared and widespread understanding. The model
also prompts those who seek to develop the conditions for care, to include a learning mechanism as
a means of evaluating care from the perspective of stakeholders including the cared for. This is
particularly relevant to sport coaching which is often a dynamic and somewhat unpredictable
(Bowes & Jones, 2006). These theoretical perspectives (i.e., both Noddings’ care, and emergent
change, theories) are reflected in the CCMCC and manifest through:

1) The idea of a shared vision of care across an organisation based on an analysis of existing

practices and environments.

2) The value of a guiding coalition of powerful stakeholders to advocate for, and support, the

co-construction of a caring culture.

3) The inclusion of specific action plans with achievable key performance indicators

4) The implementation of a continual learning environment to provide a mechanism for review,

refinement and change.
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Figure 1. The Continual Change Model for Caring Cultures (CCMCC) (Hickey & Cronin, 2021).

Thus, the CCMCC model, informed by Noddings’ care work and change management theory,

provides a cyclical guide to supporting sporting organisations intentionally develop caring cultures.

Yet, to our knowledge, no research has examined the implementation of this model. Such work is of

course necessary to consider how caring cultures can be developed within sporting organisations, so

that care is not absent, nor taken-for-granted, but intentionally planned for, enacted, and evaluated.

To that end, we used the CCMCC as a theoretical framework to guide and evaluate the Head Coach’s

attempts to develop a caring culture.
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Methodology

To address the aim of considering a Head Coach’s attempt to develop a caring culture within a UK
basketball club, this study was situated within an interpretivist paradigm often characterised by
ontological relativism and epistemological subjectivism. From this position reality is considered in
relation to social and cultural experiences (e.g., relative to biography and context). Subsequently the
knowledge developed herein is relative to this context of the study and the needs and actions of
individuals involved (e.g., Head Coach, athletes, researchers). It may or may not be relative to other
coaches or their contexts. On that basis, transferability needs to be cautiously undertaken through
the natural attitude of readers, who should as connoisseurs (Sparkes & Smith, 2009) look to critically
consider the findings in terms of worthiness of the topic, significance of the findings, and resonance
with their own context (Tracy, 2010). To aid with this, we proceed by outlining key features of the

UK basketball context and the club in question.

Introduction to UK Basketball and the Basketball Club

The basketball club that provided the case study is located in the UK. Basketball in this context is not
as well established as other sports (Football, Rugby, Hockey, Netball) but is particularly popular in
city regions (e.g., London, Manchester, Glasgow), with a small number of more rural hotspots. As
with much European sport, basketball has largely separate school and club systems. Clubs often
operate on an amateur basis, outside of school hours, with a volunteer ethos permeating playing,
coaching, and official roles. Reflecting the limited income streams in comparison to larger European
markets (e.g., Spain, Greece, Italy), only a small number of clubs in the UK have entirely full-time
professional squads. Typically, these operate at the highest level of UK basketball (i.e., men’s and
women senior teams), with some clubs competing in European level competition. Underneath this
level, some clubs have senior adult teams that operate with a mixture of paid and volunteer players
and staff who operate on a semi-professional basis. This is the case with the case study club.

Specifically, the men’s and women'’s ‘senior teams’ operate on a semi-professional basis and
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comprise several players from the US or Europe alongside local players. Together these players and
staff adopt a performance ethos (Lyle, 2002) characterised by high levels of preparation and
competition involvement. That said, reflecting the economic market and in keeping with the vast
majority of basketball provision in the UK, the majority of the club’s provision (e.g., youth teams) is
facilitated by volunteer coaches, volunteer committee members, and low paid officials (referees,
table officials) enabling youth, female, male, and disability participation. Here, an emphasis on
positive bio-psycho-social development and experiences through sport participation (e.g.,
developing friendships), accompanies competitive aspirations. To support this, the club, employs the
Head Coach in a paid capacity with dual responsibility for the performance of the senior men’s team,
and also wider club development/participation. Critically, there is also a recognition that the labour
needed to support all members’ needs is significant, and perhaps too much for the small number of

paid employees in the club.

Data Collection

The stimulus for the project was provided by the Head Coach of the club who upon hearing about
our previous work on care, contacted us as researchers. Through two informal conversations (August
and September 2022) we discussed the CCMCC model, and the coach expressed a desire to develop
a caring culture in their club. From this genesis, and subsequent to institutional ethical approval, the
coach committed to using the CCMCC model across the season. Subsequently, eight monthly online
interviews with the coach were scheduled (Oct 2022 - May 2023). In time, these were conducted via
Microsoft Teams. Interviews were designed to be exploratory in nature. Many of the questions
asked by the researchers were neutral, open and general to provide time and space for the coach to
provide their stories of developing a caring culture (e.g., how are you getting on?). Other questions
were directly related to the model (e.g., Can you tell me your opinion on how the club created a
vision of care? How did you find the process of formulating a guiding coalition within the club? Can

you tell me about the plans to achieve a caring culture?). Typically, these questions were asked
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congruently with the stages of the model (i.e., early interviews focused on the implementation of
the early stages of the model, and later interviews focused on the later stages of the model). In
keeping with Kvale’s (2007) traveller metaphor, we sought to understand the Head Coach’s world,
and their experience over the course of the season. Inevitably, as humans are storytelling animals
(Papathomas, 2016), these questions led to storied accounts of experiences containing coherent and
sequenced events (Book et al., 2024). Again, aligned with Kvale (2007), who sees interviews as an
‘inter’ exchange of ‘views’, the researchers also provided their perspective and insights on the
stories and how the coach could best implement the CCMCC. Together, participants and researchers
developed ‘middle stories’ (Griffin and Phoenix, 2016; Bell, 2009). To be clear, these are not small
stories that are often told in everyday interaction, and which ethnographic researchers might
observe. Nor are they big stories that chart the entire life story of an individual. Rather, middle
stories have elements of each, are typically reflective in nature, and focused on the recent past. In
this study, the ‘inter view’ (Kvale, 2007) provided a space for trust, vulnerability and dialogue that
enabled the coach to (co) construct and share middle stories. Doing so provided a means of
collaborative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), to analyse the club landscape, and the Head

Coach’s experiences of utilising the CCMCC.

Data Analysis

Imbued with 8 recorded and transcribed interviews with the Head Coach across a basketball season
(Oct-May), we undertook a structural narrative analysis to explore the storied experiences of the
coach. Individual’s stories are increasingly common in qualitative research (See Book et al. 2024)
because researchers recognise that narratives are ongoing constructions (Papathomas, 2016) that
can reveal our embodied, relational and situated ‘realities’, and also contribute to sensemaking and
the formation of identities (Griffin and Phoenix, 2016). As such, analysing the structure of stories and
the narratives that both shape and are promulgated by individuals (i.e., the Head Coach), can enable

insights into the experiences and perceptions of the storytellers themselves.
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With the above in mind, after an initial reading and note taking by the second author, the
structural analysis was undertaken by the first author. The structural analysis began by reading and
focusing on understanding key events from across the season. This coding of events was undertaken
manually and chronologically (i.e., data examined in the order events occurred). Subsequently, and
with a more latent disposition, the first author revisited the coded data to provide an initial attempt
at unveiling how the events are connected and unfold (i.e. the plot). Informed by Larty and Hamilton
(2011) we were mindful of complex plots which include Aristotle’s a) ‘reversal of intention’, where
actions have consequences that contrast with their intentions; b) ‘recognition of ignorance’, where
new knowledge is gained alongside an awareness of previous ignorance; and c) ‘scenes of suffering’
that indicate the struggle and tension in the story. These concepts were used to reexplore the plot,
and previously coded events were reconsidered and renamed. At that point, the coded data was
examined in relation to character (who, and what type) and scene (where, when). Critically, Larty
and Hamilton (2011) also recognise how story analysts need to not only examine the functional
components of narratives (e.g., plot, scene, character), but also consider these in relation to wider
social, historical and cultural contexts. This led to another round of analysis to examine latent
aspects. Thus, analysis involved back and forth sensemaking over some time. This process resulted in
six narratively informed insights that reveal the complexities, challenges, and success of developing a
caring culture within a basketball club via the CCMCC. These were then shared with the wider team
for further discussion and refinement. Minor amendments were made to ensure ethical

presentation of the data (e.g., in relation to confidentiality).

Rigour and Limitations

The strength of this work lies in the use of the CCMCC, longitudinal data collection, reflexive
perspective of the coach, and the structural analysis of his experiences. To ensure trustworthiness
across these processes, members of the wider team acted as critical friends (Smith & McGannon,

2018) posing questions and looking to self critically interpret the experiences. Examples of this
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include critically looking at the CCMCC and problematically considering its application. Additionally,
the Head Coach reviewed the findings as part of a member reflection (Smith & McGannon, 2018). He
confirmed a sense of verisimilitude and only requested minor changes to ensure professional
representation (e.g., removing ‘umms’ and colloquial language from direct quotes). Notwithstanding
these processes, it is important to once again transparently recognise the specific context of the
study. For instance, the Head Coach proactively contacted the researchers and explicated a positive
desire to develop care in the club. This predisposition to care may not be replicated in other clubs.
Furthermore, the coach is the sole participant in the study and other members of the club may have
different experiences. With this in mind, future research should look to utilise alternative methods
e.g., the care climate scale (Fry & Gano-Overway, 2010), document analysis, and visual methods to
explore multivocal insights. In particular, the voices of the cared for should be prioritised. Finally, the
study is delimited by the aim to consider a Head Coaches’ attempt to develop a caring culture within
a UK basketball club. It does not, but future work should, aim to explore the influence on sporting

performance.

Findings

Aligned with the aim to consider a Head Coach’s attempt to develop a caring culture within a UK
basketball club, this section explores the coach’s storied experiences. Consistent with a structural
analysis, six sub-sections are presented to reveals insights into the metanarrative, plot, characters
and scenes of the Head Coach’s experiences. To support confidentiality, we refrain from providing
directly identifiable information such as the names of coaches, players, and organisations,

throughout the findings.
The Meta-Narrative; A Quest for a Caring Culture.

Intrigued by the notion of a caring culture, the Head Coach described an interest in prioritising care

within his coaching and the club at large. This interest is rooted in his biographical experiences (e.g.,



319

320

321

322
323
324
325
326
327

328

329
330
331
332
333

334

335

336

337

338

339

340

341

342

343

344

345
346

family influences) that have inculcated a value of care, coupled with deep reflection about what
coaching means for him (i.e., a relational endeavour). Supplementing these dispositions, the Head

Coach had unexpectantly experienced others turn to him for support.

Everyone wants to be a coach. Let me introduce you to what it really means. We start talking
about the wearing this caring lens. With that, you can't actually shut off at any point. There
has to be that little radar on for most of the time really, because in the most unexpected
moments, that care is needed. For example, experiences with serious personal issues. It's in
the unexpected moments that it manifests itself. When it comes to the surface, it's like

“fuck! | wasn't expecting that tonight”, but where do | go with this?

To illustrate further, the coach described one historical incident.

One of our professional players is not feeling good. 'He is very down. He told me one of his
teammates in the US had been killed recently. He came from a tough inner-city Chicago
neighbourhood where this happened. His two best friends had died during the course of the
season that he was with us. He doesn't tell anybody, but he comes to me. (exhale) Where do

| go with this?
In response to these incidents, the coach described a sense of impression management (Goffman,
1959) projecting a somewhat distorted image that he is in control, is wise, has “answers”, and is
“seen as someone who can solve problems”. A performed authority. Consequently, the Head Coach,
the main character in this story, could be conceived as a ‘missionary’ type figure with altruistic and
charitable aspirations. In the comfort of the interview, however, the coach was trustingly revealing
that he felt unprepared to care for players; a felt inadequacy. He revealed,;

We're conditioned to be fixers. The players come to you for the answers for everything.

Another comes to me for support regarding the loss of his father, “my father passed away

two years ago, and I've never really told anybody and I'm really struggling. But right now |

don't know what to do”. | had this very similar situation again about the loss of a parent

come to me two weeks ago. A 22-year-old young man said, “I am thinking about therapy.

What do you think?” Boom! Oh! what do | think? Ohh shit like | better be careful what | say

here. What's the right and wrong thing to say?
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These feelings, and a recognition of ignorance (Larty and Hamilton, 2011) provided a prompt for a
more skilled caring approach. Accompanying this rationale, the Head Coach recognised two
structural challenges to developing caring coaching in the club. Firstly, in the UK basketball scene,
other coaches are often volunteers or part-time employees. Typically, they may be introduced to the
role either as a parent-coach, or as a current or former player, which represents a long-rooted
narrative of amateurism that pervades much UK sport coaching (Brazier, Lara-Bercial, Hill, Hodgson,
& Megicks, 2025; Day, 2015). Against this backdrop the Head Coach argued that it would help if all
involved had training in areas such as noticing and listening. Without this, other characters may not
have the capability to care.

The day-to-day skillsets to just listen empathetically. Most coaches haven't been guided by a

specialist like Stephen Rollnick (motivational interviewing expert)...l think that's where the

coaching domain can be very vulnerable for us coaches. | think we're vulnerable, and we're

definitely not supported in a way to navigate such a tricky journey.
In recognising the limits on coaches’ capabilities, the Head Coach drew attention to the precarity of
sport coaching in the UK. Previous research has linked coaches’ precarity to poor working conditions
(e.g., audit cultures, part-time roles) and unstable employment which influence coaches’ emotive
experiences (lves et al., 2021). In this study, however, the Head Coach alludes to coaches being
vulnerable because the demands of caring in the role may be beyond the skill set of the coach, and
beyond the training they are provided. Although, largely a volunteer context and in an
underdeveloped profession (see Taylor & Garratt, 2010), coaches in this jurisdiction nonetheless
have a legal duty to care. Should they fail to meet this, perhaps through a lack of capability (i.e. lack
of training or skill), they may be open to prosecution (Partington, 2021). Thus, in keeping with the
notion of vulnerability (Hagglund et al. 2024), the Head Coach compassionately recognised the need

to help coaches with the capability to care in this sport organisation.

Of course, some and perhaps many coaches in this domain, have developed noticing and

listening skills through experiences in other roles (as parents, as employees, and as employers).
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Indeed, Noddings (2013) argues that many learn to care from being cared for (as children, siblings, in
schools etc.) and observing others who model care. Notwithstanding this, even coaches with the
capability to develop caring coach-athlete relationships founded on an ethic of care, and
characterised by engrossment, motivational displacement, and reciprocity, may not have the
capacity to do so. This is because in a single team, the Head Coach could often lead 10-12 players, 1-
3 assistants, and be responsible for orchestrating parents/guardians. An ethic if care may not be
possible in the short time they have with players (e.g., 4-10 hours per week), amongst a gamut of
other non-sport responsibilities (e.g., employment, familial). Indeed, Kjaer et al. (2023) emphasised
how an ethic of care requires coaches to invest time “discovering the capability of each athlete —
both the person and the athlete” (p.78). They recognise that recurring dialogue is a basis for
understanding and confirming athletes’ needs and is a key part of demonstrating a long-term
commitment to athletes. Kjaer et al. also recognised that it is not always possible for coaches to

undertake such care labour.

Amongst a breadth of imperatives (e.g., teaching basketball skills, developing athletes
physically, organising fixtures, managing parental expectations), there is the potential for caring
labour (noticing, listening, supporting) to be seen as an added extra, overlooked, or sidelined
(Cronin, 2021; Cronin & Armour, 2018). Specifically, Cronin et al. (2019) explain how presenting
socially acceptable emotional responses to individuals such as empathising, listening and supporting
can be emotionally laborious. In addition, the performance narrative in sport that often values
competition and frames redundancy as an acceptable consequence of poor sporting results, can
mean that coaches employ impression management to present strong ‘fronts’ that hide any sign of
weakness. Strong ‘fronts’” may manifest via working long hours (first in last out), and a reluctance to
demonstrate vulnerability in front of peers (Corsby et al. 2023; Krahn, 2024). Coaches who
experience tension whilst managing both caring and authoritative fronts may be privately
overwhelmed with their role and may potentially experience stress, burnout, or burnout symptoms

(e.g., cynicism, fatigue, feelings of detachment) (Cronin et al. 2019; Norris et al 2017). In extreme
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cases, without rest and recovery, burnout may increase their risk of coaches experiencing
psychosomatic illness (e.g., diabetes) (Cronin et al. 2019). Thus, the limits of coaches’ capabilities
and capacities to care may create a serious ‘conflicting action’ and legitimate obstacles which
require consideration of how to sustainably care (Dohsten et al. 2023) and what can happen
realistically happen next within the particular social context. Embracing this quest, the coach arrived
at a point where they enthusiastically sought to develop a caring culture, to support more care, not

just provided by the head coach, but throughout the club.

A Bumpy Start to the Quest

Within the first few days of beginning to develop a caring culture, even before the initial
steps of having a guiding coalition in place were taken, it became apparent that there was a need to
develop a contextually appropriate conceptual understanding of care. This awareness was
crystalised by a rush to action from an inexperienced coach who aspired to care. While well-
intentioned, an incident occurred that led to some concern and confusion amongst parents, and a
need to clarify what is appropriate in this context. Specifically, in the UK, it is often not seen as good
safeguarding practice for a coach to have a 1-1 meeting with a child (under 18). This social norm has
developed in response to both historic and contemporary evidence of abusive practices in sport (see

Whyte, 2022; Grey-Thompson, 2017). The Head Coach recounted what happened...

The coach approached a player with some ‘issues’ from a place of care (i.e., an aspiration to
care — authors’ explanation). But they probably crossed a line by having a one-to-one
meeting and put themselves in a difficult and dangerous position. Obviously, the parents got
involved and were wondering about the motive behind the meeting. We had a lot of
meetings (with the parents) to get enough information and data about both sides and their
feelings about the situation. We arrived to some kind of mediated meeting with the parents,
coach and a player to get back to a level playing field for everybody, it took about 8 days in
total.

The colloquial ‘place of care’ refers to the Head Coach’s view that the coach aspired to care.

However, from a Noddings’ perspective, care only occurs if affirmed by the cared for (i.e., the
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athlete) as part of a reciprocal relationship. This affirmation is essential so as to avoid controlling
behaviours, to reciprocally involve the cared for in the relationship, and to recognise the role of the
cared for in the relationship. Thus, in this instance, the coach’s intention to care does not denote
that care has taken place, or not. Moreover, the scene of an adult coach meeting privately with a
young athlete was an area of concern for the parents (i.e., why are you meeting with our child, in
this way?), who were aware of wider discourses of coach abuse. Subsequently, an early attempt to
care led to Aristotle’s ‘reversal of intention’ (Larty & Hamilton, 2011), whereby the initial actions had
an unintended and unanticipated impact. It raised questions about the judgment of coaches, their
understanding of their context, and emphasised the importance of explicitly considering contextual
norms. In response the CCMCC model provided a framework to support the Head Coach in their
attempts to create a caring culture. Firstly, the model reinforced the need to work from the bottom
up and develop a shared understanding/vision of policies and productive systems amongst the
coaches throughout the club. To be clear while care occurs via dialogical, reciprocal and needs
focused relationships, shared understandings, visions, and policies may help to “provide the
conditions under which on-site workers can engage in caring-for” (i.e., Noddings, 2015 p. 75).

We just had a new board member assigned Monday who | think would be a perfect fit and

valuable member of this coalition. | need to bring people up to speed because of what she's

involved in and what a value to the group will be... | still need to bring them (the coaches in

the club) up to speed with where she can help with this.
Secondly, the learning mechanism inherent in the model reinforced the value and opportunity to self
critically develop a caring culture. This is consistent with Noddings (2002, p. 136) who argues that
“attentive love listens, ... and it monitors its own actions”. Imbued by this and aided by the
conversations with the researchers, it was recognised that there is a need to consider the
boundaries of coaches’ competencies and knowledge. It was acknowledged that while coaches may
be well positioned to notice a variety of needs (Cronin & Armour, 2018), they are perhaps best

qualified to meet sporting needs (e.g. supporting technical sporting skills). For other needs (e.g.,
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medical, psycho-social), coaches may be best placed to signpost athletes to club welfare officers or
professionals rather than meet athletes alone.
We talked about developing some signposting resources or constructing signposting
procedures because this coach didn't have that guidance. Now as | think back to our
conversation, | was explaining that “We (the club) dropped the ball here because had we

had not been clear with the coaches if a player approaches you with XYZ issue, you should

signpost them as the next step”.
Aligned with the CCMCC, these storied incidents illustrate the value of firstly establishing a guiding
coalition who work with coaches to clarify a shared vision, and key actions/procedures within clubs
before individuals seek to care. In the absence of this, and in the context of wider narratives of abuse
and safeguarding, a well-meaning intervention, became an area of concern. Fortunately, through
dialogue, listening, and the use of the CCMCC the Head Coach was able to mitigate the confusion
and in a non-linear fashion, return to working on securing a coalition of people across the club, to
somewhat clarify policies, structures and systems that may support care (i.e., proceed with the

quest).

What does this care actually mean?

Prompted by the initial incident above, the Head Coach embraced the CCMCC model, as a guide
on his quest. This manifested in several ways such as confirming the guiding coalition including
influential coaches, trustees and players from different sections of the club. The members were
chosen for their expertise but also to notice, interact with members and represent the needs of
others across all parts of the club. As the coalition met for the first time, the Head coach proposed
an implementation plan that included amongst other actions:

1) Holding a workshop to clarify what care is in this context, including the importance of

expressed needs.

2) The development of a sign posting document to enable coaches deal with athletes needs

that might arise beyond coaches’ competencies.
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These actions reflected the concerns of the Head Coach who was responding and connecting to the
previous incident and the sense that there is a need to clarify what is caring coaching in a sporting
context. What was noticeable here, was the need to open up the plan by authentically involving
more characters via the coalition i.e., what is care for particular members at particular moments.
This is essential because as Noddings argues, care is focused on the needs of the cared for. Thus, the
CCMCC does not position the role of the Head Coach or the guiding coalition as implementing a top-
down well-intentioned strategy. This is a tempting pathway, but it contains a pitfall; if a caring
culture is to be developed, it is important, as far as contextually possible, to ensure the needs of the
‘cared for’ are thoroughly identified, by the cared for themselves. Accordingly, a bottom-up plan,
informed by the inferred (through members of the guiding coalition noticing) and expressed
(through dialogue) needs of club members, is required. With this perspective clarified, the Head
Coach sought to involve others and listen to the needs/aspirations of members. This manifested
mostly notably at the workshop exploring what is care with coaches, when the Head Coach was

approached by a club member.

One of the senior Men’s players, a second team player, who's also an assistant coach one of
the youth teams came to me and said, “you know, your care workshop got me really
thinking about food, and healthy eating and eating disorders. He said, “it made me wonder
about some of the members in our club, if they are suffering from eating disorders”. He (the
senior player) had some previous experience with it, which is why he shed a light on it. He
also said to me, “look, my partner, she works for some charity organisation. She's an
ambassador for eating disorders. Do you want me to bring her in to do a just a workshop

delivery?”
In this instance, the intentional attempts to clarify what care might involve and explicit dialogue led
to a greater awareness of potential needs and resources within the club. Similarly other coaches

professed a new understanding of how opportunities to care may abound everyday club activity.

llI

Off the back of the workshop, one of the senior female players came to me and said
thought that was an amazing workshop. I've never heard anything like it”. She's been

through the American system as a player. She said, “I've never been involved in anything like
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that before. | never thought about playing, performance, and coaching like that”. She's also
our under 14 girls head coach. She shared “I've never thought about care that way or never
thought about coaching or sport or performance or playing in that regard. Now that | think

about it, it's just all around us and | was blindfolded to it. | just wasn't aware of it”.
Via the guiding coalition and attempts to develop a shared vision, other characters were coming to
the fore. Additionally showing a self-critical attitude, the Head Coach began to recognise previous
instances when listening was absent. Specifically, ahead of the season and with a positive intention
to get the job done early, a team kit was ordered without consulting or listening to the expressed
needs of those female players who were due to wear the kit. The white shorts that were ordered
were inappropriate for female players who may be concerned with menstruation (See McHaffie, et
al., 2022).
A club staff member bought a white kit for the women’s senior team. He didn't involve the
senior women's team in the process. For example, just ask them, “what kind of colour? What
kind of colour would you like? We might not be able to get it, but I'd like to hear your
opinions on the type of kit you desire most or what not to get”. He didn't involve them in the
process. Now that kit can't be used because he got a white kit. And rightly so, they're not
going to wear it! So yeah, there's good learning there and | think that's an example of the

lived experience we've had this past season because we didn't ask questions. We didn't

involve others.

Ordering the kit without considering the expressed needs of the players is an example of how care
does not always manifest within everyday sporting practices. Showing Aristotle’s ‘recognition of
ignorance’ (see Larty & Hamilton, 2011), the Head Coach reflected upon and reconceptualised this
incident through a care perspective illustrating how “we had not listened”. Thus, despite the bumpy
start, through workshops and dialogue with individuals across the club, a greater awareness of the
opportunities and importance of noticing, listening and meeting the everyday sporting needs of
individuals within the club was developing. In this way the culture of care was moving from the Head

Coach’s personal impulse to a growing discourse and organisational aspiration.
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Involving More Characters; Care Beyond the Head Coach.

With an increasing dialogue between members of the guiding coalition, soon a wider action
plan that was influenced by intentional attempts at care, was developed. For instance, one member
approached the Head Coach about bidding to secure funding to employ a club welfare and wellbeing
officer. This was ambitious but characterised the growing mission and quest to support members’
needs. With a more immediate outcome, other members of the club including trustees considered
the needs of referees who come to the club on Saturdays to officiate matches. Often these
characters are overlooked as stories are often dominated by coaches and athletes (Ryou, Cushion,
Rhind, & Cope, 2025). Despite their importance to youth sport, as neutral officials they are also
somewhat isolated from teams and coaches, and in other contexts have been subject to aggression
and abuse (e.g., Brodeur, Schellenberg, & Tamminen, 2023).

We got talking about referees, and how that they aren't fairly treated. So how are we going

to approach that as a club and be part of the solution. One of the trustees anchored it back

to care, being a caring club, and the journey, we’re going on. The trustee said, “well, why
don't we after every game, make sure those two referees for each game have two cups of
tea and sandwiches. Have a packed lunch ready for them when they finish the game or even
give it to before the game. Being intentional about that. Not offering them a cup of tea if
they happen to be hanging around the tea area but actually having a packed lunch ready for
the referees for when they finish the game.” | thought that was brilliant. We want referees
to feel cared for when they referee, and you want them to enjoy coming into our venue ...

Because of this action, late last week | was told by a Federation member that we are the first

place that's selected by referees. Referees want to come here.
While noticing the needs of the referees (a form of engrossment) is vital, Noddings (2005;2015)
argues that noticing is not enough to care. It also requires motivational displacement from the carer
(i.e., the carer has to act in response to the cared for). In this case, the relatively simple of act of
providing teas, coffees and packed lunches is an action in response to an inferred need; a nurturing

of those in the community. Reciprocally it appears that the referees acknowledged the welcome and



563

564

565
566
567
568
569
570
571
572
573
574
575

576

577

578

579

580

581

582

583
584

585

586

587

588

589

590
591

promoted the club to the federation. What is also interesting here is how the care labour did not fall

on the Head Coach, but other characters undertook this labour.

We needed volunteers. We've set up a parents’ group. We approached a group of parents
with the intention to set up our volunteers group, basically asked them, would they be
interested in doing that. X amount came back and said “we'd love to do it”. So they set up
their own group. They’'ve got their own WhatsApp group where they self-manage. They've
got their own role. Who's buying the stock? Whose role is to do what? They’ve got their own
rota. They set up the whole thing. We as a staff have learned that “oh, this is so much easier
than we thought. We thought it was going to be a headache, to be honest”. It's a flourishing
group and they're actually building relationships with each other. So you've got parents who
wouldn't even know each other, who decided, “yeah, I'd like to help out with that”. What
does it look like now? well now there's a bit of banter there, they're building relationships,

and they're speaking well of each other, forming friendships.

With intentional attempts undertaken by the trustee and the parents, the tea and coffee area that

previously had been empty, has become a scene for publicly visibly caring activity and dialogue;
(Without undertaking action informed by the CCMCC) We probably would still be operating
as we have; hundreds of hundreds of members, people come through the facility each
weekend, and we weren't even providing teas and coffees. | know it's basic, but it's a game
changer! It really is, because there's a hub of social activity going on around that table. You
know, you go there, hang out, there's conversations happening that would never have. Then

there is the away team. They’re buying coffees, so we shoot the breeze with the away team.

Whereas generally they would just get on the bus, go away.
A wider array of characters beyond the coach and athlete were now involved in providing and
receiving care. This extra support is essential to ensure the care labour of noticing and meeting
needs is undertaken. Doing so also moves care towards a micro-cultural norm (Hickey & Cronin,
2021). Imbued by this positive and impactful activity, undertaken by relatively ‘dormant’ members

of the club, the Head Coach was keen to spread care labour further.

New Scenes of Care
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As the season progressed and shaped by the CCMCC’s prompt to secure ‘quick wins’, the
Head Coach updated the action plan to capture and share good examples of care. To achieve this,
the guiding coalition and twenty-one full-time, part-time, and volunteer coaches contributed to a
shared document providing examples of care already happening within the club. A member of the

month award was subsequently announced via the club newsletter.

We sent out an e-mail with our first ever member of the month and we put a little blurb
beside it and said why. We didn't talk about care. We just talked about service to the club
and somebody who's there helping and reliable... So we gave it to a young man who's just
always there in terms of helping if we need a qualified table official and coaching at camps
etc. He's not on the best team, he's on the regional team, which is basically the B team, but
he's constantly turning up, working hard, helping out. The impact the award had was just

electric...

We got an e-mail from the parent that would almost bring a tear to your eye about the

impact it had on her son.

“He had a really tough year last year...but the team have been his lifeline and a safe
space and we're really grateful that you and all the coaches acknowledged him with

such a lovely award as member of the month.”

And honestly, we sat in the office when the when the e-mail came through, we were like
“How many others could we have impacted like for the past? How many years?” It (the
award) was just simple. Not time consuming. It came up in our team meeting; who deserves

member of the month? We did it this Wednesday for the month for April.

Once more, involving the guiding coalition and others to notice, draw attention to, and reward
caring acts was key to the mission of developing a caring club. This is consistent with Noddings’
(2013) and Gano-Overway & Guivernau’s,(2018) emphasis on modelling care. Powerfully, the Head
Coach felt these quick wins, as part of the learning mechanism, prompted further caring action

throughout. For instance,

One of the things going on in the club at the moment that has blown us away because it
seems to have just emerged. None of us (coaches) instigated it. We have a big foyer area.
The players have been saying “there's a space to hang out”; and they want couches (sofas)

to just hang out and stuff. So we put an e-mail out to all parents and said “we're not looking
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for freebies, but if anyone has any thoughts or stuff they don’t want...”, and we ended up
with two couches (sofas) for free. Long story short, the kids have been hanging out a lot
more. But actually, what's happening now at least three times a week is, they've created
their own homework club ...One of the under 18 women's squad members was helping one
of her teammates with a particular subject she was struggling with in school before their
practise at like 6. This was going on from half four (16:30) to six (18:00). When | asked more |
found out they had made a plan to meet weekly to study together. This is continuing on
subsequent weeks with other members joining. It's just amazing. We (the coaches) haven't

done that.
Capturing, promoting and rewarding examples of care, appears to have led to more caring acts, in
different scenes, where different characters (e.g. parents, athletes) support each other needs. In this
case, players mentoring their peers and supporting with homework as part of visible virtuous cycle.
Such acts are reminiscent of positive peer interactions that may occur when care is experienced in

PE (Gano-Overway, 2013) or youth sport settings (Fry and Gano-Overway, 2010).

The Resolution and Coda

One of the players shared with us, that his granddad came and saw him play basketball for
the first time last week. This is a senior men's player. He has had different challenges in his
life to this point and some very different experiences. But he shared with us that it was
wonderful that his granddad came to watch him play. His grandad's observation was, |

guote, “l can see that you really belong here”.
Through this story the Head Coach was keen to stress, a visible sense of belonging had been
developed as the end of season approached. For instance, the grandfather’s (a new character)
reported recognition that his grandson was comfortable, accepted and supported in the club, starkly
contrasted with the initial confusion of how to care which was evident during the early months of
the season. Speculatively, we suggest that an improved sense of belonging may benefit athletes and
support Fisher et al.’s (2019) heuristic that links improved care to improved sporting performance.

Critically, while the caring culture may be temporally embodied by participants and empathetically
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inferred by observers, it is not an end point. Rather the CCMCC is continuous, and non-linear, and
with an embedded learning cycle to reinforce learning and prompt development. Accordingly, |
challenged the Head Coach to revisit the vision and consider who may be in need as the season end
approaches. Recognising that some coaches will leave at the end of year, conversations soon
revolved around the inferred needs of those incoming coaches. Foreshadowing what may come, we
discussed the importance of upskilling these coaches to notice and where appropriate (e.g.,
technical and tactical aspects) support athletes’ needs. Additionally, we also revisited the
signposting document that coaches may need for instances where athletes express needs that are
outside of their scope. Finally, we considered how existing coaches might support incoming coaches.
What we're talking about here is widening our lens to better support new members. For
example, writing a letter to the next person coming in. This could be very valuable because
someone else is going to learn from this person’s experience or maybe relate to it. For the
current member they may feel valued as they would really need to think about what to write

because it's going to influence somebody else perhaps. People generally do things better if

you think you're helping somebody.
In this way, we returned to the cycle of the CCMCC. However, readers should interpret the success
of this with caution, as once more, while well-meaning, such actions reflect the inferred needs of
coaches, rather than expressed needs. Thus, once more the voices of the cared for are essential in

determining what is care.

Considerations and Conclusions

In this first account of using the theoretically informed Continuous Change Model for Caring Cultures
(CCMCC; Hickey & Cronin, 2021), the model served as useful guide for the Head Coach’s quest to

build a caring culture. Across a longitudinal study of a sporting season, the emphasis on

1) Moving care labour from solely the role of the coach to others,

2) Selecting a guiding coalition from across the club to notice needs and intentionally support a
caring culture,

3) Undertaking actions that respond to inferred and expressed needs.
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4) Utilising a learning mechanism to both reflect on incidents and also share positive examples
of care

proved valuable as a means of helping the coach establish conditions to support care. In a
contextualized insight that may advance the CCMCC, early challenges included the prevailing
cultures of amateurism, limitations on individuals’ capacity and competence to meet others’ needs,
and wider safeguarding norms and discourses. Clarifying what care is in this particular sporting
context was therefore key to the Head Coach’s quest. This may be a useful consideration for others
seeking to implement the CCMCC, within their context. Additionally, the Head Coach’s quest was
aided by empowering others across the club and visibly modelling and rewarding care. In time more
characters undertook care labour in unexpectant scenes within the club, and incidences of care were

deemed to increase.

In providing these largely positive narrative insights, we do not seek to proclaim that the
CCMCC is unproblematic, the case study basketball club is a wholly virtuous organisation, nor that an
ethic of care entirely or permanently permeates the culture. Our reticence to do so reflects the
complexity and dynamism of interpersonal relationships, the evidence that bad practices occur even
in those contexts that appear to be successful in a sporting sense (see Whyte, 2022), and Noddings’
(2013) view that care is subjectively and relationally experienced. On that basis it is for those in
need, in any given temporal moment (e.g., players, parents etc), to determine if any club has a caring
culture. More broadly, others also critically question whether care is truly enacted without
challenging the prevailing and wider systems that often marginalise those with greatest needs (e.g.,
Gearity, et al., 2023). For instance, is a homework club truly caring if it does not authentically
challenge the education, housing and employments systems that mean not all young people have
safe places to study? Thus, for several reasons we are reluctant to make definitive pronunciations of
care, and we encourage readers to be cautious as they consider the transferability of the stories in

this study to their own context.
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In sum, the insights herein, developed through structural narrative analysis, provide
reflective prompts for others seeking to develop caring cultures in their sports and organisations.
Evidence suggests this action is necessary in the UK (see Whyte, 2022; Lang, 2021) and elsewhere
(see McMahon, McGannon, Zehntner, & Brighton, 2025), as a means of developing more caring
cultures. To advance this agenda, we recognise the value of the collaborative research undertaken.
Specifically, the monthly meetings and ‘inter views’ enabled the coach to revisit the CCMCC model
(Hickey & Cronin, 2021), and provide opportunities that led to the constructing and sharing of
stories. To supplement this work, we encourage policy makers, coaches and researchers to build on
the longitudinal and theoretically informed narrative presented here by utilising co-constructed
interventions, collaborative action research, and communities of practice studies with multivocal
inputs. In particular, we need to hear from the cared for, and we also need to explore the influence
of caring cultures on sport performance. Doing so will provide further understanding and illustrative

resources to support caring cultures in sporting contexts.
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