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Sammendrag 

Basert på antakelsen om at trener-utøver-relasjonen er på sitt beste når både trener og 

utøver bidrar til trener-utøver-relasjonsprosessen, hadde følgende masteroppgave som 

mål å utforske om Shared Reality Theory (SRT) kunne bidra med nye perspektiver på 

temaet. SRT hevder at mennesker er epistemisk og relasjonelt motivert for å oppleve en 

delt virkelighetsforståelse med andre om fenomener i verden, og at en delt 

virkelighetsforståelse angående en måloppnåelses-prosess fungerer som som en sosial 

verifikasjon som gjør at måloppnåelses-prosessen oppleves som meningsfull. Basert på 

dette, er det sannsynlig å tro at personer i en trener-utøver-relasjon som opplever en delt 

virkelighetsforståelse med den andre ville oppleve (a) en sterk relasjon til den andre, og 

(b) være mer motivert av sitt nåværende treningsopplegg ettersom det erfares som 

meningsfullt. Seks kvinnelige elite-juniorsvømmere og deres hovedtrener ble intervjuet 

tre ganger over ni måneder. Etter en tolkningsbasert, narrativ tematisk analyse, 

argumenterer den følgende masteroppgaven for at utøvere som opplevde en delt 

virkelighetsforståelse med treneren sin var mer motivert og uttrykte høyere psykologisk 

velvære. Det virket som om treneren opplevde en delt virkelighetsforståelse såfremt 

utøveres kommunikasjon ikke indikerte noe annet. For å etablere en delt 

virkelighetsforståelse, trengtes det gjensidig og ærlig kommunikasjon motivert av tillit 

til den andre. På grunn av ujevn maktbalanse i treneres favør, antas det å være spesielt 

viktig for trenere å oppføre seg støttende og tillitsvekkende for å motivere utøvere til å 

åpne seg opp så treneren og utøveren synergisk kan jobbe sammen i deres relasjon.  
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Abstract 

Based on the proposition that the coach-athlete relationship is at its best when both 

coach and athlete contribute to the coach-athlete relationship process, the present master 

thesis set out to investigate if Shared Reality Theory (SRT) could provide new insights 

on the topic. SRT stipulates that human beings are epistemically and relationally 

motivated to experience a shared reality with others about a target referent, and that a 

shared reality about a goal pursuit serves as social verification which makes the goal 

pursuit experienced as worthwhile. As such, it seems likely that partners in a coach-

athlete relationship who experience a shared reality with the other partner, would 

experience (a) a strong relationship with the other, and (b) being more motivated by 

their current training regime, as it is experienced as worthwhile. Six female elite junior 

swimmers and their head coach were interviewed three times over nine months. Based 

on an interpretive, narrative thematic analysis, the present master thesis argues that 

athletes who experience a shared reality with their coach are more motivated and report 

a higher sense of psychological well-being. The coach seems to experience a shared 

reality unless athletes’ communication indicates otherwise. To establish the experience 

of a shared reality, reciprocal and honest communication motivated by trust in the other 

is needed. Due to power imbalance, it is deemed important for coaches to behave 

supportive and trustworthy to motivate athletes to open up so coach and athlete 

synergistically can work together in their coach-athlete relationship.  
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1. Theory 

1.1 Youth Sports and Talent Development 

The goal is clear, Bergeron et al. (2015) on behalf of the IOC, stated. Youth sports 

should seek to: “Develop healthy, capable and resilient young athletes, while attaining 

widespread, inclusive, sustainable and enjoyable participation and success for all levels 

of individual athletic achievement” (Bergeron et al., 2015, p. 843). However, this is 

more easily said than done, as sports participation for youths are associated with both 

positive outcomes (e.g., well-being and health) and negative outcomes (e.g., injuries, 

burnout and negative affect) (Balish, McLaren, Rainham & Blanchard, 2014; Holt, 

2008; Bergeron et al., 2015). 

Possible antecedents for negative outcomes associated with youth sports are early 

specialisation, competitiveness, and professionalisation (Bergeron et al, 2015; Baker, 

Schorer, & Wattie, 2018). This can lead to a high volume of intensified training and 

competition, and insufficient time for recovery and rest (Bergeron et al., 2015). Early 

specialisation can in turn be tracked back to stakeholders in sports who are eager to 

identify and develop athletes who can achieve athletic success (Bergeron et al., 2015; 

Baker et al., 2018). 

However, talent identification and selection in sports are no easy task and filled with 

uncertainty (Baker et al., 2018; Johnston, Wattie, Schorer, & Baker, 2018; Collins, 

MacNamara, & Cruickshank, 2019). Johnston et al., (2018), in a review on talent 

identification studies, found that within the factors which discriminated between skilled 

and less-skilled athletes, there was a high degree of variability, and thus concluded that 

predictors of athletic success were inconsistent and unreliable. Still, early talent 

identification seems to be the norm (Bergeron et al., 2015; Baker et al., 2018).  

Baker et al. (2018) proposed several concerns with talent identification and selection in 

sport. They argued, for instance, that early talent selection assumes talent is fixed and 

early identifiable. However, support of this assumption is weak (Barreiros & Fonseca, 

2012; Brouwers, De Bosscher, & Sotiriadou, 2012; Simonton, 1999). Moreover, even 

though some sports clubs use both extensive physical and psychological data collections 

and tests, the timeframe of those deciding athletes’ development is often short-sighted, 
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perhaps only thinking about the upcoming season (Baker et al., 2018). These short-term 

priorities are contrasting the long-term process of developing an athlete, and can even 

impede the development (e.g., a short-term goal leading to overtraining and then 

burnout and/or injury; Baker et al., 2018). Actually, one might view these types of tests 

as performance identification rather than talent identification as “Current performance is 

not necessarily an indication of future potential or ‘talent’ ” (Baker et al., 2018, p. 56; 

Barreiros, Côté, & Fonseca, 2014; Barreiros & Fonseca, 2012). There is also the 

possibility that the future of a sport brings different demands for success than those that 

are deemed important today, thus leading to coaches and administrators choosing to 

focus on the “wrong” athletes (Baker et al., 2018). 

From a mental health perspective, early specialisation, competitiveness, and 

professionalisation, may increase the number of stressors for the young athletes as they 

may experience increased performance expectations, more travelling, and less time to 

take care of personal concerns (Moesch et al., 2018). Overtraining and injuries can lead 

to depression and mental disorders (Moesch et al., 2018; Reardon et al., 2019), and 

transitions from a training group to a higher-level training group may also contain 

threats to young athletes’ health and well-being (Schinke, Stambulova, Si & Moore, 

2017) 

Thus, it has been argued that quality of training, personal support, and talent 

development environments are more important than talent identification and selection 

for success in the long term (Baker et al, 2018; Bergeron et al, 2015; Moesch et al., 

2018). When talent is viewed as something that can be developed through supportive 

behaviours, in contrast to something fixed and static, stakeholders are more likely to 

attribute success to effort, and thus putting in the necessary work to achieve high levels 

of athletic success (Baker & Young, 2014).  

A term that encapsulates these just mentioned ideas, is the term mastery-orientation 

from Achievement Goal Theory (AGT; Nicholls, 1984, 1989). AGT is a motivation 

theory, which, briefly explained, differentiates between mastery-oriented environments 

(and persons), where success is self-referenced and the processes of mastery and 

development is emphasised, and ego-oriented environments (and persons), where 

success is other-referenced and thus outperforming others becomes the emphasis. 
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AGT has been a dominant theory within sport psychology research the last decades, 

hence a lot of research has been conducted using it as a framework (Clancy, Herring, 

MacIntyre & Campbell, 2016; Harwood, Keegan, Smith & Raine, 2015). A review on 

AGT research by Harwood et al. (2015) found that athletes that perceive the 

environment to be mastery-oriented are confident and high in self-esteem, utilise 

adaptive training/competition strategies, are intrinsically motivated, display positive 

affective states, and show increased performance on objective measures. As such, they 

concluded that “those perceiving a task-mastery motivational climate engage in sport 

and physical activity more favourably” (p. 19).  

Considering methodology, this review revealed that most of the studies had a cross-

sectional design, and that the few who did include repeated measures did so within a 

relatively small timeframe. This is not unproblematic, as motivational processes are 

dynamic (Stenling, Lindwall, & Hassmén, 2015), and that perceived motivational 

environments may change over time (Harwood et al., 2015). Further, only 12,5 % of the 

studies examined individual sports. This is also a weakness for the field, as motivational 

environments may be different within individual sports in contrast to team sports 

(Harwood et al., 2015). 

Another review, not AGT-oriented but about motivation in sports in general by Clancy 

et al., (2016), also revealed several areas with potential for improvement within the field 

of motivational research. As with Harwood et al. (2015), Clancy et al. (2016) did too 

find a majority of cross-sectional research, while also noting that most of it was 

quantitative. They argue that more qualitative research is needed to fill a gap and 

increase knowledge within the field. Clancy et al. (2016) also found a gender imbalance 

among the reviewed studies as there were twice as many studies on male only as on 

females only. This is a challenge as there are reported motivational differences between 

males and females (e.g., Amorose & Horn, 2000; Kingston, Horrocs & Hanton, 2006; 

Møllerløkken, Lorås & Pedersen, 2017; Norman, 2015). 

An interesting study in this regard, is a study by Kristiansen, Tomten, Hanstad and 

Roberts (2012). In this study, two female athletes were interviewed. They had both 

achieved international success “out of nowhere” through their own training programs, 

which they reported as playful and “without much pressure” (p. 159). However, after 
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their success they were picked up by their respective national teams to a stricter training 

regime and then experienced more pressure and expectations placed upon them. After 

this transition, both of their careers started to stagnate. Of the more significant factors, 

they argued, were poor coach-athlete relationships and coach miscommunication, which 

the athletes further felt stemmed from a culture most suited for typical male athlete-

behaviours and a lack of willingness to adapt coaching style to suit individual females.  

(Kristiansen et al., 2012). 

Regarding athletes’ sporting experiences, the impact of coaches’ interpersonal skills, the 

coach-athlete relationship, and coaches’ influence on the motivational environment is 

well established in the literature (e.g., Langan, Blake, & Lonsdale, 2013; Côté & 

Gilbert, 2009; Pensgaard & Roberts, 2002; Rocchi & Pelletier, 2018).  

1.2 Coaching and The Coach-Athlete Relationship  

Among the pioneers on coaching and coach-athlete relationship research are Smith and 

Smoll, who started their research in the 1970s (Smoll & Smith, 2020). In their early 

phase, they were guided by a meditational model of coach-athlete interaction going: 

Coach Behaviours → Athlete Perception and Recall → Athlete’s Evaluative Reactions, 

stipulating that “the ultimate effects of coaching behaviours are mediated by the 

meaning that athletes confer on them” (Smoll & Smith, 2020, p. 94).  

Among their contributions to the field, is the “Coaching Behavior Assessment System”, 

made to observe coaching behaviours deemed to lead to positive (or negative) athlete 

reactions (Smith, Smoll & Hunt, 1977), and the “Motivational Climate Scale for Youth 

Sports”, a tool for measuring whether young athletes experience  mastery-oriented or 

ego-involving coaching behaviours (Smith, Cumming & Smoll, 2008). 

Furthermore, Smoll and Smith (2009) also developed the “Mastery Approach to 

Coaching”. It is a coach training programme which studies have shown that trained 

coaches have athletes whom perceive their climate to be mastery oriented and reported 

higher liking of their coach. These athletes showed increased self-esteem, lower 

performance anxiety, and were less likely to dropout from sports (Smoll & Smith, 

2020). 



12 

From a Self-Determination Theory (SDT) perspective (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000), it has 

within the coaching context been argued that coaches should support the satisfaction of 

the three basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness for their 

athletes through what is called autonomy supporting coaching (ASC; Mageau & 

Vallerand, 2003). ASC is characterized by coaches offering athletes opportunities for 

input and decision making, giving athletes rationales for different tasks, and 

acknowledging athletes’ perspectives and feelings (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; 

Stebbings, Taylor & Spray, 2011). This is, in turn, argued to influence athletes’ 

motivation to become intrinsic and self-determined (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003), which 

is associated with higher psychological well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000), higher effort 

and persistence, and better performances (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003).  

In contrast to ASC are controlling coaching behaviours, which is characterised by 

coaches using power-assertive techniques, pressuring athletes to comply, providing 

tangible rewards, and issuing punishments (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Stebbings et al., 

2011). Athletes who perceive their coaches to be controlling have been found to have 

poor quality of motivation and being more likely to quit organised sports (Pelletier, 

Fortier, Vallerand & Briere, 2001).  

More recent research has also investigated the effects of autonomy supportive and 

mastery-oriented coaching on the coaches themselves. Solstad, Ivarsson, Haug and 

Ommundsen (2018) in their study used a new conceptualization of coaching behaviours 

by Duda (2013). This conceptualization, which combines elements from both AGT and 

SDT, differentiates between empowering coaching (autonomy supporting, task 

involving, and socially supporting behaviours) and disempowering coaching 

(controlling and ego-involving behaviours). Solstad et al. (2018) found that coaches 

who utilised higher levels of empowering coaching and lower levels of disempowering 

coaching at the start of a season reported higher levels of well-being at the end of the 

season. 

In a study that included both athletes and coaches in dyads, Stebbings, Taylor and Spray 

(2016) found that coaches who were in a negative state pre-session were perceived by 

the athletes to be more controlling during the session, leading to increased negative 

states among the athletes post-session. Conversely, a coach who was in a positive state 
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pre-session was perceived by the athletes to be more autonomy supportive during the 

session, leading to increased positive states among the athletes post-session. It was not 

found that athletes’ positive or negative states pre-session influenced coaches’ states 

post-session. However, an interesting finding was that there was a positive significant 

association between coaches’ perceptions of in-session autonomy-supportive behaviours 

and their post-session well-being. The same was true for perceptions of in-session 

controlling behaviours and coaches’ post-session ill-being (Stebbings et al., 2016). 

The argument can therefore be made that a coach who coach mastery-oriented and 

autonomy-supportive has an increased well-being and a more positive state, which, in 

turn, increases athletes’ positives states. Mageau and Vallerand (2003), in their 

motivational model of the coach-athlete relationship, propose that a factor that affects a 

coach’s autonomy-supportive behaviours is coaches’ perceptions of their athletes’ 

behaviour and motivation. As such, it is an argument that indicates that coaches’ 

behaviours, perceptions and experiences affect athletes’ behaviours, perceptions, and 

experiences and vice versa. A study which strengthen this argument, is a study done by 

Solstad, van Hoye, and Ommundsen (2015). They hypothesized that, among other 

factors, how soccer coaches perceived the social unity among athletes would positively 

associate with the coaches’ provision of ASC. The rationale behind this hypothesis was 

that a coach that perceives his training group to be socially united, would feel more 

competent and also more related to his/her athletes. This would satisfy his/her 

psychological needs leading to higher levels of well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which, 

in turn, would lead to ASC (Stebbings et al., 2016). This is exactly what Solstad et al. 

(2015) found. Along with coaches’ self-determined motivation for coaching, perception 

of a socially united group was positively associated with coaches’ ASC, which, in turn, 

was positively associated with coaches’ total need satisfaction. 

However, what presents itself as a challenge within the coach-athlete relationship, is 

that coaches tend to overreport their use of ASC and mastery-oriented coaching, and 

also perceive the motivational climate to be more mastery-oriented and autonomy 

supportive than their athletes, thus hindering the coach-athlete-relationship to live up to 

its potential (Gjesdal, Stenling, Solstad & Ommundsen, 2019; Mageau & Vallerand, 

2003; Smoll & Smith, 2020; Møllerløkken et al., 2017; Rocchi & Pelletier, 2018). For 

instance, Rocchi and Pelletier (2018), in a study on both athletes and coaches, found 



14 

that approximately 1/3 of the coaches overreported their behaviours in comparison with 

their athletes. In these cases, athletes experienced high need frustration (i.e., their three 

SDT-stipulated basic psychological needs were not satisfied). Further, about 1/3 of the 

coaches underreported their coaching behaviour and about 1/3 of the coaches agreed 

with their athletes. In both these cases, athletes experienced high need satisfaction, 

indicating that athletes’ perceptions have greater consequences on their satisfaction than 

coaches’ actual behaviour (Smoll & Smith, 2020). In a similar vein, Gjesdal et al. 

(2019) found corresponding perceptual differences between coaches and their teams 

regarding the coach-created motivational climate as Rocchi and Pelletier (2018). What 

is more, Gjesdal et al. (2019) found that the most negative effects were present when the 

coach perceived the climate more favourably compared to the team.  

Based on the presented research, if athletes could communicate to correct and enlighten 

their coaches so that coaches’ and athletes’ perceptions and experiences were to align, 

both parts would seem likely to benefit. Interestingly then, a study by Davis, Jowett, and 

Tafvelin (2019), did confirm the relationship between certain athletes’ communication 

strategies (supporting, motivating, and conflict managing) on the quality of the coach-

athlete-relationship. They found that communication strategies at time point 1 and time 

point 2 (six weeks later) both were positively related to relationship quality at time point 

2. Even more, they found that relationship quality positively predicted how satisfied 

athletes were about personal treatment, instruction and training, and individual 

performance. However, this study did only measure athletes’ perceptions, and Davis et 

al. (2019) suggest that due to “the dyadic nature of the coach-athlete relationship” (p. 7), 

future research should include both coaches and athletes. 

Jowett and Poczwardowski (2007) proposes a three-layered coach-athlete relationship 

model. The first layer is the relationship’s antecedent variables (such as coach’s and 

athlete’s individual characteristics, the wider sport context, and relationship 

characteristics). The second layer is the quality (or nature or contents) of the 

relationship (such as coach’s and athlete’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviours). Finally, 

the third layer is outcomes (including coach’s and athlete’s intrapersonal, interpersonal, 

and group outcomes). Between these three layers lies interpersonal communication 

which both affects and is affected by the quality of the coach-athlete relationship, and 
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thus further affects the outcomes (which again affects the relationship quality and 

creates new contents in the relationship).  

Jowett (2017b) stipulates the coach-athlete relationship as a process “…in which a 

coach’s and an athlete’s cognitions, feelings, and behaviors are mutually and causally 

interrelated” (Jowett and Poczwardowski, 2007, p. 4). Further, Jowett (2017a) claims 

that neither the athlete nor the coach can do it alone, and  that “When coaching is 

viewed as either athlete-centred or coach-centred (…), its scope, quality and functions 

become restricted, whereas, when coaching is viewed as coach–athlete-centred, its 

scope becomes readily inclusive and mutually empowering.” (Jowett, 2017b p. 154). 

For Jowett, an effective and successful coach-athlete relationship, focuses on 

establishing a shared vision, a shared goal, where the “coaches and athletes’ expertise, 

skills, interests and experiences are utilised to their fullest” (Jowett, 2017a, p. 63). To 

establish such a relationship, one needs trust, communication, good intentions, and a 

mutual, shared understanding that coach and athletes are in it together (Jowett 2017a, 

2017b).  

Considering the current thesis, based on the reviewed literature and Jowett’s (2017a) 

emphasis on “sharing” within the coach-athlete relationship, it is believed that the 

Shared Reality Theory (SRT; Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009) is a theory that may 

advance the field within coach-athlete relationship research. SRT may help to analyse 

the establishment and potential consequences of a well-functioning shared 

understanding within the coach-athlete relationship. As such, In the following section, 

an outline of this theory will be given.  

1.3 Shared Reality Theory 

A core human motivation is the motivation to know what is real and what is true about 

the world, so that one can make choices that are effective when striving towards a 

desired goal (Cornwell, Franks & Higgins, 2017; Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009; 

Higgins, 2019). However, to know what is real and what is true is no simple task. In a 

complicated world filled with uncertainty and ambiguity, SRT stipulates that to 

establish what is true about the world, humans seek to establish and experience a shared 

reality with significant others (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009; Higgins, 2019). A 

shared reality implies that one experiences a commonality with (an)other’s inner states 
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about the world (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). Even more, as will be elaborated 

below, a shared reality with significant others is argued to be a verification of one’s 

goals and means to reach them (Cornwell et al., 2017) 

Following the conceptualization of SRT by Echterhoff, Higgins and Levine (2009), four 

conditions must be met for a shared reality to occur:    

(a) that shared reality involves a (subjectively perceived) commonality of 

individuals’ inner states (not just observable behaviors); (b) that shared reality 

is about some target referent; (c) that for a shared reality to occur, the 

commonality of inner states must be appropriately motivated; and (d) that 

shared reality involves the experience of a successful connection to other 

people’s inner states (p. 496). 

In the following, these four conditions will be briefly outlined (for an extensive 

explanation, see Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). 

The first condition is that shared reality involves a subjectively perceived commonality 

of individuals’ inner states, and not just their overt behaviours. The term “inner states” 

refers to beliefs, judgements, feelings, attitudes, or evaluations about a target referent 

(Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). The differentiation between inner states and 

overt behaviour is important. Consider for instance two people smiling after a speech at 

a conference has ended. Superficially, one might believe that they both are smiling 

because they felt the speech was good. However, one of them could be smiling because 

the speech is finally over and it is time for lunch! In that case, there would be no 

commonality of inner states, nor a shared reality of the experience of the speech. 

To achieve this first condition, a process is required that allow people to pick up 

someone else’s inner states. An obvious process is communication, both verbal and 

non-verbal (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). 

The second condition is that shared reality is always about a target referent. For 

instance, sharing inner states, such as corresponding heart rates or being in the same 

mood is not sufficient for a shared reality to occur. The inner states must be about an 

aspect of the world. The target referent can be concrete, such as a person or an object, 

abstract, such as future desired end-states or philosophical issues, or everything in 

between as long as it is a phenomenon that is experienced as being part of the world 



17 

(Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). In a sport-context, target referents can be training 

programs, goals, expected coach/athlete behaviour or desired sporting environments. 

The third condition is that the shared reality must be appropriately motivated. There are 

two types of motivation that leads to a shared reality: Epistemic motivation and 

relational motivation. Epistemic motivation refers to humans’ search for meaning and 

truth, and the desire to gain a valid and reliable understanding of the world. Increasing 

this type of knowledge is argued to increase subjective efficacy and feeling of 

predictability when acting in the world. When a target referent is surrounded by 

uncertainty and ambiguity, the epistemic motive will become stronger (Echterhoff, 

Higgins & Levine, 2009; Higgins, 2019).   

Relational motivation refers to the desire to feel connected to and have a relationship 

with others. Further, this wish for feeling connected, can lead to an identification with a 

positively valued group or person, which might foster a person’s feeling of identity and 

self-esteem (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009; Higgins, 2019). 

The fourth condition is that shared reality involves the experience of a successful 

connection to other people’s inner states. It is not sufficient that there exists a 

commonality between two people that a third external observer can identify. The 

commonality must be subjectively experienced by one of the former two as in fact being 

established (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2019).  

However, there exist several challenges to the process of establishing a shared reality. In 

the following, I will try to address some of these. 

As mentioned, a shared reality involves the commonality of inner states about a target 

referent. However, our instinctive inner states towards these target referents are very 

likely to differ based on different personal characteristics and earlier experiences 

(Higgins, 2019). One such difference, emphasised by Higgins (2019), is if humans are 

promotion-oriented or prevention-oriented. These two terms are of such significance, 

not only for the creation of a shared reality, but for the thesis in general, that they are 

given proper explanations before I come back to how they affect the creation of a shared 

reality. 
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Higgins (2019, p. 118) defines these two orientations as being “concerned with 

advancing from the current state toward a better state” (promotion) and being 

“concerned with maintaining a current satisfactory state against a worse state” 

(prevention). These two orientations have different views on what counts as success and 

failure. For a promotion-oriented person, advancement or improvement is a success, 

while remaining at status quo is a failure as it is a non-gain. From a prevention 

perspective, status quo (e.g., maintaining peace and order), would be a success because 

it is a non-loss, while failure would be a presence of something negative that “disturbs 

the peace” (Higgins, 2019). One way to think of it, is to imagine a three-point scale 

from -1 via 0 to +1 where -1 represent a presence of something negative, +1 represent a 

presence of something positive, and 0 represent a satisfactory status quo. For a 

prevention-oriented person, avoiding -1 is the emphasis, while reaching +1 is the 

emphasis for a promotion-oriented person (Higgins, 2019). 

This does not mean, however, that only promotion-oriented persons set goals and seek 

improvement. It just affects how the striving towards a goal is experienced (Higgins, 

2019). For those that are predominately promotion-oriented, a future end-state is viewed 

as something one ideally wants to achieve. Conversely, for those that are predominately 

prevention-oriented, a future end-state is viewed as something one ought to achieve 

(Higgins, 1997, 2019). Thus, the feelings associated with a potential failure or success 

will also differ between promotion- and prevention-oriented persons. Promotion-success 

would elicit feelings such as happiness, eagerness, and enthusiasm, while promotion-

failure would elicit feelings such as sadness and discouragement. Conversely, 

prevention-success would elicit feelings such as relief, peacefulness, and decrease in 

vigilance, while prevention-failure would elicit nervousness, worry, and increase in 

vigilance (Higgins, 2019). 

A final note on the prevention-promotion-orientations, is how one come to 

predominately be the one or the other. The answer is earlier interactions with significant 

others (Higgins, 1997, 2019; Manian, Papadakis, Strauman & Essex, 2006). Especially 

parents-interactions are of significant importance, most likely the most important 

(Higgins, 2019), but it could just as well be coaches, teachers and peers. The main point 

is how these significant others react to success and failure (Higgins, 2019). For instance, 

imagine potential responses to a child’s report card. If one’s report card consists of 
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mostly good grades, parents could behave so the child interprets the good grades as a 

presence of a positive (e.g., by rewarding or celebrating) and as a step towards an ideal 

future-self (“keep getting good grades, and you can choose any education you want!”). 

This behaviour sends out the message that one’s life can become better and better, and 

that the world is a place of mastery and growth. If the grades are bad, parents could 

behave so the child interpret the situation as an absence of a positive and a non-step 

towards an ideal future-self. This pair of behaviours teach children that life consists of 

possible gains (successes) and non-gains (failures), a promotion-orientation towards life 

(Higgins, 2019). 

On the other hand, parents could react to their child’s good grades, so the child 

interprets the good grades as an absence of a negative, and as a defence for an ought 

future-self (“keep getting good grades, and you do not have to end up with a low-

income job you do not like!”). This behaviour sends out the message that one’s life will 

remain fine only if you are careful, and that one must be on one’s guard and work to 

maintain peace and security. If the grades are bad, parents could behave so the child 

interpret the situation as a presence of a negative (e.g., by punishing or yelling), and a 

failure to defend one’s ought future-self. This pair of behaviour teach children that life 

consists of possible non-losses (successes) and losses (failures), a prevention-orientation 

towards life (Higgins, 2019). To translate this example to a sporting context, one only 

must change parents with coaches, and grades with sport performances. 

Differences in prevention- and promotion-orientations are likely to complicate the 

establishment of a shared reality, especially when the target referent is a future goal and 

the means to get there (which often is the case in a sporting development context; 

Gould, 2015; Higgins, 2019). If the coach is promotion-oriented, while the athlete is 

prevention-oriented, the coach’s inner states towards an ambitious goal and the 

following training program might be feelings of enthusiasm and eagerness to succeed, 

while the athlete might feel worried and anxious to fail. Regarding inner states towards 

competition strategies, the coach may believe that the preferred strategy would be to 

ensure against errors of omissions (e.g., it is better that the athlete starts hard and risk 

blowing it rather than safeguarding), while the athlete conversely wants to safeguard 

and ensure against errors of commissions (Higgins, 1997, 2019). 
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When such a difference in orientations exists, is not dealt with, and the parties involved 

does not experience a shared reality concerning their strivings, the parties would 

experience a regulatory nonfit (Higgins, 2019). A regulatory nonfit stands in opposition 

to a regulatory fit, which is when a prevention-oriented person acts or strives towards a 

goal in a vigilant way, or when a promotion-oriented person acts or strives towards a 

goal in an eager way (Higgins, 2019). In a sport context, a regulatory nonfit can be 

experienced by both athletes (e.g., when the orientation of the coach and/or of the 

culture of the club differs from the orientation of the athlete), and coaches (e.g., when 

the orientation of a significant group of the athletes or the club board differ from the 

coach’s orientation). A regulatory fit is to be preferred, as when there is a regulatory fit, 

the value of an activity will be intensified (Higgins, 2019). There have also been 

conducted studies, which show that performance at given tasks are increased when there 

is a regulatory fit (e.g., Förster, Higgins & Idson, 1998; Spiegel, Grant-Pillow & 

Higgins, 2004). When there exists a person-culture nonfit, in addition to missing the 

mentioned benefits, an individual’s well-being might be reduced (Fulmer et al., 2010). 

Concerning regulatory nonfits and lack of shared reality, the question becomes how to 

deal with and overcome the challenge of differences in predominately orientations and 

inner states. The answer is by communication (or any other processes that allow people 

to access or infer the inner states of others; Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009).     

As mentioned, the fourth condition for a shared reality is a subjective experience of a 

successful connection to (an)other’s inner states (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). 

This condition opens for the possibility for experiencing a shared reality even though 

assumptions of sharing objectively are wrong if communication is insufficient 

(Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). For instance, a coach can believe that there is a 

shared reality about the training program, that there is a regulatory fit, and that everyone 

is happy, while the athlete, who do not communicate otherwise, actually have quite 

different inners states toward the current training program, experience a regulatory 

nonfit, and is unhappy. If the athlete honestly communicates her dissatisfaction, the 

coach could change his behaviour so the athlete doesn’t experience a regulatory nonfit. 

However, it might be objected that if the coach changes his behaviour to suit the 

athlete’s inner states, that there still is not a shared reality as he now acts non-
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accordingly with his own inner states regarding athlete development. SRT’s answer to 

this objection would be that it is not the inner states that has changed, but the target 

referent:   

 A coach might have a dominantly idea of the best way of developing athletes in general 

(e.g., in a promotion-oriented way). Thus, his/her inner states towards general athlete 

development will be that it is best to be ambitious, eager, and unafraid of taking risks. 

Such a coach is unlikely to ever develop a shared reality with a prevention-oriented 

athlete considering athlete development in general. However, if the target referent 

changes from athlete development in general, to development of this particular athlete 

considering his/her orientation, then they can establish the shared reality that the best 

way to develop is in a prevention-oriented way. 

However, for honest communication with the goal of establishing a shared reality, the 

communicator-to-be needs to be appropriately motivated. That is, as mentioned, to be 

epistemologically or relationally motivated (Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine, 2009; 

Higgins, 2019). Just as people have these motivations, other people which one may 

consider establishing a shared reality with can in turn be perceived as having different 

levels of referent power and expert power. These “powers” are likely to affect other 

people’s motivation to create a shared reality with the “powerholders” (French, 1956; 

French & Raven, 1959; Higgins, 2019). Referent power refers to the degree the 

influencer causes the recipient of influence to want feel “oneness” with the influencer 

(relating to the relational motive), while expert power refers to the degree that the 

recipient perceive the influencer to have knowledge and expertise that the recipient lack 

(relating to the epistemological motive; French, 1956; French & Raven, 1959; Higgins, 

2019). Thus, one can say that how much person A is motivated to establish a shared 

reality with person B, depends on what level person A perceives person B to have 

referent and expert power (Higgins, 2019). 

However, a study which nuances especially the significance of expert power, is a study 

done by Echterhoff, Lang, Krämer and Higgins (2009). In this study, briefly explained, 

they tested whether students were more likely to create a shared reality about a potential 

employee with an equal-status person (a student temp) or a higher-status person (a 

company board member). The result was that there was only established a shared reality 
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with the equal-status person, even though the higher-status person had more domain-

specific knowledge. These findings indicate that domain-specific expertise and status 

(i.e., expert power) is not enough for persons to become motivated to establish a shared 

reality, but instead indicate that epistemic and relational trustworthiness is of higher 

significance. Echterhoff, Lang et al. (2009), referring to Hovland, Janis & Kelly (1953), 

states that “A person who has high expert power or expertise does not need to be 

perceived as trustworthy” (Echterhoff, Lang et al., p. 151). 

Elaborating on these findings, Echterhoff, Lang et al. (2009) further argued that “Trust 

is assumed to combine both epistemic and relational aspects” (p. 151), while  

Echterhoff, Higgins and Levine (2009) add that “The feelings of general trust and the 

readiness to connect and affiliate (…) cannot be reduced to mere expertise. What 

matters is whether communicators want to make an epistemic and relational connection 

to the audience” (p. 505). These researchers do by no means undermine the importance 

of the epistemological motive or expert power, as that would go against no insignificant 

amount of shared reality research (for details, see Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine 2009; 

Higgins, 2019). Instead, these findings may provide some support to the adage “they 

don’t care how much you know, until they know how much you care.”  

The question therefore becomes: “How do you show that you care?” Or “How do you 

make people trust you so that they will become motivated to establish a shared reality 

with you?” As the current thesis focuses on the dyadic relationship between coach and 

athlete, I would like to highlight Simpson’s (2007) The dyadic model of trust in 

relationship when answering that question. 

As the model proposes, a relationship consists of two persons. These two persons have 

their individual trust dispositions, which are made up by earlier experiences. For 

instance, persons whom in childhood receive need satisfaction and warm support when 

distressed develop positive working models containing positive expectations towards 

others, making them more likely to place greater trust in others. Conversely, those who 

experience ignoration, abuse, and overindulgence develop negative working models, 

which hinder development of trust in later relationships (Simpson, 2007). As such, a 

proposed definition of trust is socially learned expectations people hold about other 

people or social organizations (for details, see Barber, 1983) 
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In the model, these two persons with their dispositions and expectations enter a trust 

situation. Here they can behave to make outcomes MaxOwn, MaxOther or MaxJoint 

(Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, & Agnew, 1999) with the latter two behaviours proposed 

to increase trust the most (Simpson, 2007). These situations could vary in severeness, 

which, in turn, would affect their influence on the interpersonal trust. For instance, in 

what has been termed strain test, which is a situation where a person is “highly outcome 

dependent and specific actions or decisions that would promote his or her own best 

interests are at odds with those that would maximally benefit the partner” (Simpson, 

2007, p. 589), if the other acts so to help the first, deprioritizing his/her own interest, 

trust would increase even more (Simpson, 2007). It is worth noting that those with 

positive working models are more likely to engage in MaxOther and MaxJoint 

behaviour.  

After the trust situation, the next step is the persons’ attributions and interpretations of 

the behaviours. If the partner’s intentions are positively attributed, trust and perceived 

security is likely to increase. However, once again personal dispositions are argued to 

influence the attribution process, as those with positive working models more likely to 

attribute the other’s intention positively (Simpson, 2007). 

The next two steps in the model is perceptions of trust and perceptions of felt security 

(Simpson, 2007). Positive outcomes of trust situations (i.e., MaxJoint and MaxOther 

behaviours) and positive attributions are likely to lead to increased perceptions of trust 

which, in turn, will lead to increased perceptions of felt security. However, dispositional 

vulnerabilities (e.g., negative working models), negative attributions, and MaxOwn 

behaviours are likely to diminish, or even eliminate and reverse, the effect on increased 

trust and felt security. In subsequent trust situations, the new level of trust and perceived 

security will then in turn influence the behaviours and attributions of the persons, 

making this a circular process always affected by personal dispositions, earlier 

experiences, and socially learned expectations of the persons involved (Simpson, 2007). 

Based on this model, it could be argued that if person A frequently engages in MaxJoint 

and MaxOther behaviours, especially during strain tests, in such a way that person B 

attributes his/her behaviour positively, B’s trust and felt security with A is likely to 

become increased, making B more motivated to establish a shared reality with A. 



24 

Korsgaard, Brower, and Lester (2015) argued that increased interpersonal trust is likely 

to lead to increase in both willingness to make oneself vulnerable and information 

sharing. This is of great importance for establishing a shared reality as it will increase 

the communication of inner states (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). 

Finally, some of the argued benefits of establishing a shared reality with significant 

others will be presented.  

As mentioned, human beings are motivated to know what is true and what is real in the 

environment in which one acts, so that one can act in a way to reach desired end-states 

(Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009; Cornwell et al., 2017; Higgins, 2019). Further, 

humans want their life to be meaningful and going in the right direction (Cornwell et al., 

2017). However, what makes a goal pursuit worthwhile and affirm that your life is 

going in the right direction is argued to be social verification (Cornwell et al., 2017; 

Hardin & Higgins, 1996). That is because when a single individual has an assumption 

about something in the world, it is regarded merely as a subjective opinion. However, 

when this assumption becomes agreed upon by several others, when it becomes a shared 

reality, it comes to be regarded as objective (Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Higgins, 2019). 

The epistemic motivation to create a shared reality increases when the target referent is 

surrounded with ambiguity and uncertainty (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). A 

good example of an uncertain target referent is athletic development. There is a plethora 

of factors that affect athletic development, performance, motivation, and enjoyment of 

sport participation (Bergeron et al., 2015). Ranging from psychological factors (Abbot 

& Collins, 2004; Crane & Temple, 2005; Schinke et al., 2017) mental skills (Collins, 

Button & Richards, 2011), nutrition and lifestyle (Mountjoy et al., 2018; Manore, 

Meyer & Thompson, 2009), physical factors (Lorenz, Reiman, Lehecka, & Naylor, 

2013), and technical skills (Coker, 2015), there is a jungle to navigate through for 

upcoming athletes and their coaches when they are setting goals and making plans. To 

complicate things even more, predictors of athletic success are uncertain (Baker et al., 

2018; Johnston et al., 2018), not to mention that “athlete development is built on an 

individually unique and constantly changing base” (Bergeron et al., 2015, p. 843). 
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According to SRT, to reduce the uncertainty, humans look to significant and trusted 

other to create a shared reality, which can verify our way of dealing with the world 

(Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009). In sports, such trusted and significant others can 

be both coaches and athletes, as coaches are likely to have expert power considering 

sport science, while athletes are likely to have expert power considering themselves 

(e.g., bodily phenomenon and motivation; Saw, Main & Gastin, 2016). Hence, if a 

coach and an athlete can work together and establish a shared reality that their current 

development plan is favourable, this is likely to increase their self-efficacy and 

confidence in their plan (Cornwell et al., 2017; Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009), 

perhaps leading to a more determined execution and more effort given in the pursuit of 

athletic development.  

However, there do undoubtedly exist a dark side to shared reality. Unfortunately, there 

is no certainty that the shared reality is a “good” one (Higgins, 2019). Perhaps the most 

horrific example of this, is the shared reality that exists within terrorist groups (Higgins, 

2019). In sports, fortunately, the consequences of a maladaptive shared reality are very 

unlikely to be as dire. Still, poor training structures could lead to depression, coach and 

athlete burn-out and injuries (Balish et al., 2014; Moesch et al., 2018)  

Finally, from a SDT-perspective, when one establishes a shared reality with a 

significant other perceived to be high in expert power, this seems likely to satisfy the 

psychological need for competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000), as a shared reality would 

verify your striving as a correct and competent one. Further, a shared reality with a 

person high in referent power, seems likely satisfy the need for relatedness (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000). 

1.4 Purpose of the Present Study 

Based on the reviewed literature, the purpose of the present study was to explore: (a) 

how a shared reality is established, or fails to be established, over the course of the 

sporting partnership between the coach and his/her athletes; and (b) how experiencing a 

shared reality (or not) in the coach-athlete relationship is related to the experienced 

quality of the relationship the coach and his/her athletes develop and maintain over the 

course of a 9-month period.  
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2. Method 

2.1 Paradigmatic Position 

A research paradigm is a basic set of beliefs that guides researchers’ actions (Guba, as 

cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 2018, p. 19), a guide consisting of feelings and beliefs 

concerning how the world should be studied and understood (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). 

The paradigmatic position of this study is within an interpretivist paradigm (Papathomas 

2016; Smith & Sparkes 2009b, Smith, 1984). The interpretivist paradigm is 

characterized by ontological relativism (Casey, Fletcher, Schaefer & Gleddie, 2018; 

Guba, 1990; Papathomas, 2016) and epistemological social constructionism (Lincoln, 

Lynham, & Guba, 2018; Papathomas, 2016; Smith & McGannon, 2018). 

Ontological relativism asserts that reality outside of the physical world; that is, the 

psychosocial reality (Papathomas, 2016) “exists in the form of multiple mental 

constructions, socially and experientially based, local and specific, dependent for their 

form and content on the persons who hold them” (Guba, 1990, p. 27). Indeed, John 

Dewey (1938/2015) characterised reality as living within an individual’s experience. 

What humans see, feel, think, and hear (i.e., what humans experience) is all we must 

ground our understanding of the world in. How experiences are experienced, or how we 

experience reality, are, in turn, influenced by earlier experiences and how we relate to 

our sociocultural environment (Casey et al., 2018; Dewey, 1938/2015).  

Further, epistemological social constructionism holds that there can be no theory-free 

knowledge, as a person’s understanding of reality is only known through their 

experiences (Dewey, 1938/2015; Smith & McGannon, 2018). Epistemological social 

constructionism postulates that knowledge is constructed through cultural auspices and 

relational interactions, not something that is objectively observed, discovered or found 

(Burr, as cited in Papathomas, 2016, p. 37). Thus, research findings are a result of the 

interaction between the researcher(s) and the subject(s) (Lincoln et al., 2018).  

Methodologically, within an interpretivist paradigm, qualitative methods are used. 

Interpretive approaches rely on heuristic and naturalistic methods, like interviews and 

analysis of texts (Lincoln et al., 2018; Smith, 2016). 
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The current research, due to its interpretivist paradigmatic positioning, cannot claim to 

present the truth or reality as it really is, nor that its propositions are infallible (Smith & 

McGannon, 2018; Smith 1984; Sparkes & Smith 2009). As Smith (1984) said: 

“interpretations are not about certitude or the discovery of how things really are – they 

are an attempt to enlarge the conversation and to keep it going” (p. 390). 

2.2 Methodology 

The present study makes use of narrative inquiry (Casey et al., 2018; Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2008; Smith, 2016). To explain why this method was 

chosen, the phenomenon of experience must be discussed as a decisive factor.  

Experience is a keyword within SRT (Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine, 2009). Firstly, 

shared reality is about experiencing a commonality with other’s inner states about a 

target referent (Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine, 2009). Secondly, people’s inner states 

are influenced by earlier experiences (Dewey, 1938/2015, Higgins, 1997, 2019, Manian 

et al., 2006). Thirdly, for a shared reality to be established, one of the conditions that 

must be fulfilled is that a person must experience a successful connection to another 

person’s inner states (Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine, 2009). Unless two individuals 

instinctively have the same inner states about a target referent, a successful connection 

requires explicit and honest communication (Echterhoff, Higgins & Levine, 2009, 

Higgins, 2019). Hence, trust becomes an important factor, as it is argued that trust leads 

to information sharing (Korsgaard et al., 2015). Trust-behaviour and trust-perceptions 

are also strongly influenced by earlier experiences, both considering trust towards other 

humans in general (Barber, 1983; Simpson, 2007) and towards a specific person whom 

one is in a relationship with (Korsgaard et al., 2015; Simpson, 2007).  

Additionally, within the sport context, experiencing critical life events, and more 

specifically how the person copes with these events is deemed crucial for talent 

development and how individual biographies and narrative identities are shaped (John, 

Gropper, & Thiel, 2019). As narrative inquiry is a way of understanding, interpreting, 

and investigating experience (Casey et al., 2018; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 

Riessman, 2008), it became an evident choice of research method for the current study.  
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Within narrative inquiry, participants’ stories become the data (Casey et al., 2018). 

Because, when trying to understand others’ experiences, stories become important as it 

“affords us a portal, a window, into how individuals understand their own experiences, 

how we may understand these experiences as researchers and, in turn, how these 

experiences make up people’s lives” (Casey et al., 2018, p. 29). Thus, collecting stories 

from the participants to analyse and interpret became a focus in the present study (Casey 

et al., 2018; Riessman, 2008; Smith & Sparkes, 2009a, 2009b). 

At this point, it would be wise to show how, in the current study, the terms narrative 

and story are defined to provide readers a sense of what they are meant to mean in the 

current study. Providing clear-cut definitions and differentiations of narrative and 

stories is difficult as there exist several suggestions in the literature (Riessman, 2008; 

Smith, 2016; Smith & Sparkes, 2009b). The definitions about to be given, which are 

based on thorough reading of several suggestions (e.g., Casey et al., 2018; Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2008; Smith, 2016) are in no way claimed to be “the best,” 

nor “the correct ones.” As said, the intention is solely to provide readers a sense of what 

meaning that has been put in the words when used in the current study: A narrative is 

considered to be a set of stories, a sort of personal biography consisting of several 

stories. A story then, is a single event, or perhaps more precise, a single episode. It is a 

limited time period (within the narrative) in which within something happened to/with 

the person. A metaphor could be a TV-show. For instance, consider the TV-show 

Friends. The collected events throughout all seasons and episodes with a person, would 

make up, for instance, Chandler Bing’s narrative. On the other hand, what happens with 

Chandler Bing in season 2, episode 3 would be a story.    

As the research has placed itself within a research paradigm which emphasises 

experience (Casey et al, 2018; Dewey 1938/2015; Lincoln et al., 2018, Papathomas, 

2016), is trying to investigate a theory which emphasises experience (Echterhoff, 

Higgins, & Levine, 2009; Higgins, 2019), studies persons within a sporting context 

where experiencing and coping with critical life events are crucial for talent 

development (John et al., 2019), and has used an inquiry form which emphasises 

experience (Casey et al., 2018; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), it is believed there is a 

strong methodological coherence within the study (Poucher, Tamminen, Caron, & 

Sweet, 2019). 
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2.2.1 Study Design 

In addition to the qualitative nature of a narrative inquiry, a longitudinal research design 

was chosen for the current study (Hermanowicz, 2016; Yates, 2003). It has within the 

sport psychology literature been called for more longitudinal qualitative research (LQR) 

(Clancy et al., 2016; Collins, MacNamara, & Cruickshank, 2019; Norris, Didymus, & 

Kaiseler, 2017; Turnnidge & Coté, 2018), as a considerable amount of studies have 

been cross-sectional and correlational in nature (Balish et al., 2014; Hagger & 

Chatzisarantis, 2009; Harwood et al., 2015). Benefits with LQR are that researchers can 

investigate how individuals experience events and social situations, and how 

experiences become different due to contextual changes and development over time 

(Calman, Brunton, & Molassiotis, 2013; Hermanowicz 2016; Thomson & Holland, 

2003). As the coach-athlete-relationships is argued to be a dynamic temporal process 

influenced by both within-person and between-person changes (Jowett, 2017b; Jowett & 

Poczwardowski, 2007), in addition to SRT’s emphasis on individual’s past and ongoing 

present experiences (Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine, 2009; Higgins, 2019), it was 

believed that a LQR design would benefit the present study’s purpose. The present 

study had three data collections (henceforth referred to as T1, T2 and T3) over nine 

months. Due to logistical concerns (e.g., holidays, training camps), the time between T1 

and T2 was three months, and it was six months between T2 and T3. 

2.2.2 Participants 

Due to a gender imbalance in prior motivational- and talent development-research 

(more males than females; Clancy et al., 2016; Johnston et al., 2018), purposeful 

sampling was used to select six female elite junior swimmers (M age = 15.5) and their 

head coach from a high performing swimming club in the southern part of Norway 

(Patton, 2015). All the athletes were ranked among the 20 best performing swimmers in 

the country in their age group. On average, they had been engaged in organized 

swimming for 7,5 years (SD = 2.17), trained about 20,67 hours a week (SD = 2.66), and 

had the interviewed coach as their head coach for 1,71 years (SD = .75). The 

interviewed coach was the head coach for all the athletes and had been working as a 

swimming coach for 29 years.  Between T1 and T2 one of the selected athletes changed 

club, and another athlete decided to quit organized swimming. Still, they were asked if 

they wanted to continue to partake in the study. Both said yes, and both were 

interviewed at both T2 and T3.    
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2.2.3 Procedure 

Approval to conduct the study was granted by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data 

(NSD) and The Ethical Committee of The Norwegian School of Sport Sciences (see 

Appendix 1-3). The interviews were scheduled over phone and by e-mail with the 

coach. The interviews were scheduled to a time, which suited the coach and the athletes, 

either right before or right after practice at the training location. The athletes who 

changed club or quit swimming after T1 were, after the coach had asked them if they 

wanted to continue to partake in the study, contacted directly by text messages to 

schedule interviews at a time and place which suited them. Participants were, in 

advance of the interviews, informed about the study, about their rights to anonymity, 

and provided written consent (see Appendix 4). For the athletes younger than 15 years, 

written consent was obtained from the parents.2   

2.2.4 Data Collection 

Across all data collections, data were collected using individual semi-structured 

interviews. At T1, the interviews lasted between 14 and 51 minutes (M time = 39.9 

minutes). At T2, the interviews lasted between 24 and 81 minutes (M time = 48.5 

minutes. At T3, the interviews lasted between 35 and 71 minutes (M time = 55.5 

minutes).  Across T1, T2, and T3, all interviews were audio-recorded and conducted at 

the swimming club’s training facilities (i.e., club house), except two interviews which 

were conducted at the candidate’s university.  

2.2.5 Interview Guide 

In the preparatory phases of constructing the interview guides, a research group read 

and discussed literature deemed relevant for the purpose of the study (e.g., sport 

psychology, SRT, trust, methodological).  More specifically, the research group 

arranged a number of colloquium meetings, in which the group members read, 

presented, and discussed conceptual and methodological literature. This, in turn, 

resulted in a better and deeper understanding of the conceptual frameworks (e.g., 

Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Higgins, 2019; Jowett, 2017b; Simpson, 2007). Based on 

the reviewed literature, each interview guide was made in two versions, one for the 

coach and one for the athletes. The questions on both versions were similar trying to 

 
2 https://nsd.no/personvernombud/en/help/research_topics/schools_kindergartens.html 

https://nsd.no/personvernombud/en/help/faq.html?id=6 

https://nsd.no/personvernombud/en/help/research_topics/schools_kindergartens.html
https://nsd.no/personvernombud/en/help/faq.html?id=6
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capture the same concept, but with slightly different wording to suit the specific role 

(e.g., “Can you describe your thoughts on developing young athletes?” (coach version) 

versus “Can you describe your thoughts on developing yourself as an athlete?” (athlete 

version)). After each data collection, the interviews were analysed so the next interview 

guide could build on prior findings and investigate what needed to be investigated in the 

next data collection (e.g., Calman et al., 2013; Hermanowicz, 2016). Although the 

interview guides were developed in light of certain thematics, the participants were 

frequently asked if they could tell stories, which exemplified how the thematics 

manifested themselves in their everyday life as competitive swimmers (Casey et al., 

2018; Riessman, 2008). This was emphasised across all data collections and interviews 

(for complete versions of the interview guides, see Appendix 5-7). 

2.2.6 Data Analysis 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim, yielding 87 pages of single-spaced data at T1, 

127 pages of single-spaced data at T2, and 149 pages of single-spaced data at T3. 

The analytical process was twofold: First, it was done a preliminary analysis at data 

collected at every interview round after each data collection (Calman et al., 2013). The 

data from T1 and T2 were analysed before the next data collection so the findings could 

influence the next interview guide Calman et al., 2013; Hermanowicz, 2016). In this 

first phase, the main goal was to read and re-read the transcripts to familiarise and 

indwell with the data (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2008; Smith, 2016). 

Finally, after each interview round had been analysed separately, each participant’s total 

data were analysed as a single unit. This analysis was guided by the principles put 

forward by Riessman’s (2008) chapter on narrative thematic analysis.  

2.2.7 Narrative Thematic Analysis 

Narrative analysis, in general, is a category of methods for interpreting texts that have 

the form of stories (Riessman, 2008; Smith & Sparkes, 2009a, 2009b). Within 

qualitative research in sport and exercise psychology, according to Smith and Sparkes 

(2009a), a content/thematic analysis (e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006) has become the model 

to follow for analysing data. However, Smith and Sparkes (2009a) argued:  

By seeking common themes in the stories there is the danger a content/thematic 

analysis misses other possible messages that individual stories might hold. Its 
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use in isolation can also lead to an over-determination of the themes identified 

in the data, seemingly ‘ironing out the pleats’. Indeed, core themes can often be 

underscored at the expense of variation, difference, and contradictions, and so 

lead the researcher to under-appreciate the fine-details of talk and the 

heterogeneity of experience. (p. 285). 

While this approach is useful for making general statements across several subjects, it 

makes it difficult to honour individual agency and intentions as cases are pooled 

together to make general statements (for details, see Riessman, 2008). Narrative 

analysis, on the other hand, is more concerned with finding the range and variation 

within the data material (Riessman, 2008; Smith & Sparkes, 2009a, 2009b).  

Narrative analysis is “grounded in the study of the particular” (Radley & Chamberlain, 

2001, p. 331). It is a way of case-centred research (cases being, for instance, an 

individual’s narrative), and the accounts of the researched-upon individuals are 

“preserved and treated analytically as units, rather than fragmented into thematic 

categories” (Riessman, 2008, p. 12). In the result-section of narrative studies, the cases 

presented need not to represent the study’s findings statistically, as statistics and 

averages are not the locus of attention for narrative inquirers (Riessman, 2008; Smith & 

Sparkes, 2009a). The goal for narrative inquiry is to present the stories of the 

participants through which the participants show how they experience their experiences 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2008; Smith & Sparkes, 2009b). By presenting 

these stories where different persons tell how they subjectively experience experiences 

that outwardly might seem similar but inwardly is experienced very differently, one 

might challenge established practices and propose arguments for new and better (or at 

least more nuanced) intervention strategies (Riessman, 2008; Smith & Sparkes, 2009a). 

This might be especially true should there be any physical activity environments where 

one-size-fits-all-models are the reigning paradigm (Smith & Sparkes, 2009a). As Smith 

and Sparkes (2009b) argued: “The more stories a person has access to, the more 

flexibility and opportunities they have may have to potentially live differently” (p. 9). 

For practitioners, such as coaches and sport psychologists, knowing many different 

types of stories can prepare them for meeting and intervening with many different types 

of athletes (Smith & Sparkes, 2009a, 2009b). 

Narrative Thematic Analysis, as Riessman (2008) proposed, pays primary attention to 

the “told”, the reports of the interviewees, rather than the aspects of “the telling”. 
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Further, Riessman (2008) suggests that in a narrative thematic analysis the data are 

interpreted through thematics developed by the researcher(s), and that these thematics 

are influenced by, for instance, prior and emergent theory, purpose of the study, and the 

data themselves. Riessman (2008) admits that this is similar to traditional thematic 

approaches but argues that a key difference is that a narrative thematic analysis “keep a 

story ‘intact’ by theorizing from the case rather than from component themes 

(categories) across cases” (p. 53). Applied to the final analysis in the current study, the 

data were interpreted by thematics developed by the research group. Regarding Smith 

and Sparkes (2009a) cited criticism towards thematic analysis, it must be admitted that 

this approach potentially has led to other themes being undervalued. However, an 

important emphasis has been not to be primarily interested in the thematics themselves. 

Rather, the current study has been interested in and wanted to highlight the participants’ 

experiences and the lived manifestations of these thematics (Casey et al 2018; 

Riessman, 2008). Thus, it has been no interest in “hiding” the variation across cases 

within these themes. On the contrary, the presentation of these interpersonal variations 

is of great importance to the study as they lead to a wider understanding of how shared 

reality both succeeds and fails to become established and the consequences of this 

success/failure on the participants’ sporting experiences. 

Themes guided the final analysis and interpretation, are (a) earlier experiences leading 

to prevention- or promotion-orientation, (b) trust perceptions and experiences, (c) 

regulatory fit, (d) communication and collaboration, and (e) degree of shared reality 

(Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine, 2009; Higgins 2019; Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007; 

Simpson, 2007). During the analysis and interpretation of the participants interviews, 

although guided by the mentioned thematics, it was also emphasised to attain a sense of 

who this person really is. That is, being on the lookout for each individual’s narrative 

theme, patterns in the participants stories which gives an impression of how they 

construct and give meaning to their personal experiences (Smith, 2016).  

2.2.8 Constructing the Narratives as Research Text 

The analysis of all the athletes revealed three overarching types of narratives among the 

athletes: (a) a narrative of being prevention-oriented, (b) a narrative of being promotion-

oriented, and (c) a narrative of struggling with illness. In the research text, three of the 

athletes were chosen to serve as exemplars that demonstrate these narratives, a strategy 
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typically used in narrative studies (e.g., Carless & Douglas, 2013; Phoenix & Smith, 

2011; Sparkes & Smith, 2003). The narratives were not selected to be representative 

statistically, but to show, within three different athlete-narratives, how the process of 

establishing, or failing to establish, a high degree of shared reality might look like 

(Riessman, 2008). Further, it was desired to show how the degree of shared reality 

within the different narratives affected the collaboration between the coach and the 

athlete, and their engagement as elite junior swimmers. 

As the focus of this research is on the reciprocity in the coach-athlete-relationship, and 

how both the coach and the athletes can experience increased quality in their sporting 

partnership, presenting the coach’s narrative can give valuable insight in the coach’s 

perspective as well (Jowett, 2017b; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). Hence, the coach’s 

narrative became a fourth narrative to present in the research text. Perhaps not 

surprisingly, this narrative provided a different perspective from those found among the 

athletes, as it stemmed from the other role in the coach-athlete relationship.  

At this point, I started writing interim texts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). When 

choosing which stories and citations from the interviews to include and write around, 

two criteria was applied: (a) They had to be related to the aforementioned thematics (see 

above), and (b) they had to be true to the overall impression of the participants (e.g., 

their narrative theme). These texts were critically read and discussed within the research 

group (Smith & McGannon, 2018), and narrowed down even further to the final drafts. 

Quotations from the interviews have been “cleaned up”, as “(…)” indicates erases of 

dysfluencies, breakoffs, and interviewer utterances (Riessman, 2008). 

2.2.9 Quality and Rigour 

Judgements of quality and rigour in interpretive research is no simple task. Within the 

interpretivist research paradigm, a key assumption is that we cannot grasp 

(psychosocial) reality as it really is, as such grasping is a matter of biased interpretations 

(Riessman, 2008; Smith, 1984; Sparkes & Smith, 2009). Thus, the question arises: If 

one cannot grasp reality as it really is, can one then grasp what a criteria of research 

quality is? Smith (1984) argued that assumptions of the existence of such criteria is an 

epistemological foundational assumption, something which is incompatible with the 

non-foundational positioning of interpretive research (Smith 1984; Sparkes & Smith, 
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2009). This does not mean that “anything goes” (Smith & Sparkes, 2009a, p. 286) or 

that we should give up the quest for research quality. Instead, Sparkes and Smith 

(2009), while arguing that no technique is a definite sign of research quality (as research 

quality too is a matter of interpretation), encourages researchers to be open about their 

research process and characterising traits. As such, adding to what has been elaborated 

above, I would like to highlight the current study’s applied strategies of wakefulness 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) and critical friends (Smith & McGannon, 2018):  

Wakefulness, as described and encouraged by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) is 

ongoing, critical reflections where narrative researchers are aware of, for instance, 

inauthenticity, narcissism, simplistic plots, and unidimensional characters throughout 

the research process. Next, critical friends is a characterising trait urged to by Smith and 

McGannon (2018) which is “a process of critical dialogue between people, with 

researchers giving voice to their interpretations in relation to other people who listen 

and offer critical feedback” (Smith & McGannon, 2018, p. 113). In the present study, 

this is a strategy which have been frequently utilised throughout the whole research 

process. At the core of the process of the current study, there has been a research group 

consisting of three graduate students and their supervisor who frequently and 

extensively has met discussing theory, data collection, data analysis, interpretations, 

findings, and writing of research texts.  

2.2.10 Ethical considerations 

Throughout the entire research process, ethical considerations have maintained a key 

emphasis. The considerations utilised have been mentioned throughout the method 

chapter, but I would like to shortly recapitulate them here.  

Approval from NSD and The Ethical Committee of The Norwegian School of Sport 

Sciences regarding the study were granted (see Appendix 1-3). Second, the interview 

guides were developed with help from a clinical psychologist who also gave advice on 

how to respond to potential challenging responses. Additionally, he also provided 

contact information for counselling organizations, which could be given to the 

participants if necessary. Third, all the participants were informed about the purpose of 

study, their right to anonymity, the voluntarism of their participation, and their right to 

quit and have all their data removed from the study before engaging in interviews (see 
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Appendix 4). Finally, every participant provided written consent to partake in the study. 

According to the regulations of NSD (see above), written consent from the parents were 

gathered from the participants who were younger than 15 years old.  
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Based on the proposition that the coach-athlete relationship is at its best when 

both coach and athlete contribute to the coach-athlete relationship process, the 

present study set out to investigate if Shared Reality Theory (SRT) could provide 

new insights on the topic. SRT stipulates that human beings are epistemically and 

relationally motivated to experience a shared reality with others about a target 

referent, and that a shared reality about a goal pursuit serves as social verification 

which makes the goal pursuit experienced as worthwhile. As such, it seems likely 

that partners in a coach-athlete relationship who experience a shared reality with 

the other partner, would experience (a) a strong relationship with the other, and 

(b) being more motivated by their current training regime, as it is experienced as 

worthwhile. Six female elite junior swimmers and their head coach were 

interviewed three times over nine months. Based on an interpretive, narrative 

thematic analysis, the present master thesis argues that athletes who experience a 

shared reality with their coach are more motivated and report a higher sense of 

psychological well-being. The coach seems to experience a shared reality unless 

athletes’ communication indicates otherwise. To establish the experience of a 

shared reality, reciprocal and honest communication motivated by trust in the 

other is needed. Due to power imbalance, it is deemed important for coaches to 

behave supportive and trustworthy to motivate athletes to open up so coach and 

athlete synergistically can work together in their coach-athlete relationship  

Keywords: coach-athlete relationship; shared reality theory; reciprocity; narrative 

thematic analysis; prospective cohort design; swimming; trust 
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Introduction 

The Coach-Athlete Relationship 

The coach-athlete relationship is an ongoing process (Jowett 2017b) which has been 

defined as ‘a situation in which a coach’s and an athlete’s cognitions, feelings, and 

behaviors are mutually and causally interrelated’ (Jowett and Poczwardowski 2007, 4). 

Evidence supporting this definition is clear. For instance, Smoll and Smith, through 

decades of research has demonstrated how different types of coaching behaviours elicit 

different types of athlete’s reactions (e.g., Smith, Smoll, and Hunt 1977; Smoll and 

Smith 1989, 2020). More recently, there have been conducted several studies which has 

shown that how the coach-athlete relationship plays out also affect the coach (e.g., 

Solstad et al. 2018; Solstad, Hoye, and Ommundsen 2015; Stebbings, Taylor, and Spray 

2016). As such, it is well-established that coaches’ perceptions of the athletes’ 

behaviour affect coaches’ behaviours and vice versa (Jowett and Poczwardowski 2007; 

Mageau and Vallerand 2003; Smoll and Smith 1989; Solstad, Hoye, and Ommundsen 

2015). A challenge is, however, that studies shows that coaches and athletes tend to 

differ in their perceptions of the motivational climate (Gjesdal et al. 2019; 

Møllerløkken, Lorås, and Pedersen 2017; Rocchi and Pelletier 2018), thus hindering the 

coach-athlete-relationship to live up to its potential (Mageau and Vallerand, 2003; 

Smoll and Smith 2020). Interestingly, then, a study by Davis, Jowett and Tafvelin 

(2019) found that athletes’ communication was positively related to relationship quality, 

which in turn positively predicted how satisfied athletes were about personal treatment, 

instruction and training, and individual performance. Their study did, however, only 
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measure athletes’ perceptions, and the authors suggests that due to ‘the dyadic nature of 

the coach-athlete relationship’ (Davis, Jowett, and Tafvelin 2019, 7), future research 

should include both coaches and athletes.  

Jowett (2017a) argues that a well-functioning coach-athlete relationship, focuses 

on establishing a shared vision in which both the coach’s and the athlete’s skills, 

experiences and interests are synergistically utilised. To establish such a relationship, 

one needs trust, communication, good intentions, and a mutual, shared understanding 

that coach and athletes are in it together (Jowett 2017a, 2017b; Jowett and 

Poczwardowski 2007). Hence, based on the assumption regarding the importance of 

shared understanding and mutual trust in the coach-athlete relationship, the current 

study set out to investigate if the Shared Reality Theory (SRT; Echterhoff, Higgins, and 

Levine 2009; Higgins 2019) may advance the field of coach-athlete relationship 

research by helping to analyse the establishment and consequences of a well-

functioning shared reality within the coach-athlete relationship. 

 

Shared Reality Theory 

SRT stipulates that to establish what is true about the world, human beings seek to 

establish a shared reality with significant others (Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009; 

Higgins 2019). A shared reality implies that one experiences a commonality with 

other’s inner states about a target referent in the world (Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 

2009). Additionally, humans want their life to be meaningful and going the right 

direction (Cornwell, Franks, and Higgins 2017). What makes a goal pursuit worthwhile 

and affirms that your life is going in the right direction is argued to be social 

verification (Cornwell, Franks, and Higgins 2017; Hardin and Higgins 1996). That is 
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because when a single individual has an assumption about something, it is regarded 

merely as a subjective opinion. Conversely, when an assumption becomes shared by 

several others it becomes regarded as objective (Hardin and Higgins 1996; Higgins 

2019).  

In the complex world of athletic development where predictors of future athletic 

success are uncertain (Johnston et al. 2018; Baker, Schorer, and Wattie 2018), and 

where each and every athlete’s developmental path is unique and dynamic, (Bergeron et 

al. 2015), having a coach and an athlete experience a shared reality about their goal and 

training regime would make them experience their joint strivings as more worthwhile 

(Cornwell, Franks, and Higgins 2017).  

Following the conceptualization of SRT by Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 

(2009), four conditions must be met for a shared reality to be established. The first 

condition is that shared reality involves a subjectively perceived commonality of 

individuals’ inner states, and not just overt behaviours. The term ‘inner states’ refers to 

beliefs, judgements, feelings, attitudes, or evaluations about a target referent. The 

second condition is that shared reality is always about a target referent. The target 

referent can be concrete or abstract, as long as it is a phenomenon that is experienced as 

being part of the world. The third condition is that the commonality of inner states must 

be appropriately motivated. That is, either relationally motivated (e.g., to feel connected 

to and have relationship with others), or epistemically motivated (e.g., search for 

meaning, truth and understanding). The fourth condition is that shared reality involves 

the experience of a successful connection to other people’s inner states. It is not 

sufficient that there exists a commonality between two people observable by a third 

person. The commonality must be subjectively experienced by one of the former two 

persons as being established (Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009).  
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Several challenges exist to the process of experiencing a shared reality. One of 

them is that due to earlier experiences and different personal characteristics, humans’ 

instinctive inner states towards target referents are likely to differ from one another 

(Higgins, 2019). One such difference, emphasised by Higgins (2019), is if humans have 

become either predominately promotion-oriented or prevention-oriented. Higgins 

(2019, 118) defined these two orientations as being ‘concerned with advancing from the 

current state toward a better state’ (promotion) and being ‘concerned with maintaining a 

current satisfactory state against a worse state’ (prevention). To explain how these two 

orientations differ, imagine a three-point scale from -1 to 0 to +1 where -1 represents a 

presence of something negative, +1 represents a presence of something positive, and 0 

represents status quo. From a promotion perspective, +1 is a success as it is a gain, 

whereas 0 is a failure as it is a non-gain (absence of something positive). Conversely, 

from a prevention perspective, 0 is a success as it is a non-loss (absence of something 

negative), whereas -1 is a failure as it is a loss (Higgins 2019). 

However, this does not mean that only promotion-oriented persons set goals and 

seek improvement, it just affects how the striving towards a goal is experienced 

(Higgins 2019). For those who are predominately promotion-oriented, a future end-state 

is viewed as something one ideally wants to achieve. Conversely, for those who are 

predominately prevention-oriented, a future end-state is viewed as something one ought 

to achieve (Higgins 1997, 2019). Thus, the feelings associated with a potential failure or 

success will also differ between promotion- and prevention-oriented persons. 

Promotion-success would elicit feelings such as happiness, eagerness and enthusiasm, 

while promotion-failure would elicit feelings such as sadness and discouragement. 

Conversely, prevention-success would elicit feelings such as relief, peacefulness and 
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decrease in vigilance, while prevention-failure would elicit nervousness, worry and 

increase in vigilance (Higgins 2019). 

Therefore, in a coach-athlete relationship, if the coach is predominately 

promotion-oriented and the athlete is prevention-oriented, they are likely to have quite 

different inner states towards training, goals and competitions, and there will be no 

shared reality regarding their strivings (Higgins 2019). In such a situation, the coach, 

athlete, or both would experience what is called a regulatory nonfit (Higgins 2000, 

2019). A regulatory nonfit stands in opposition to a regulatory fit, which is when a 

prevention-oriented person acts or strive towards a goal in a vigilant way, or when a 

promotion-oriented person acts or strive towards a goal in an eager way (Higgins 2019). 

A regulatory fit is to be preferred, as when there is a regulatory fit, the value of an 

activity will be intensified (Higgins 2000, 2019). There have also been conducted 

studies which show that performance at given tasks are increased when there is a 

regulatory fit (e.g., Förster, Higgins, and Idson 1998; Spiegel, Grant-Pillow, and 

Higgins 2004). When there exists a person-culture regulatory nonfit, in addition to 

missing the mentioned benefits, an individual’s sense of well-being might be reduced 

(Fulmer et al. 2010). 

To establish a shared reality and a regulatory fit when there is none, 

communication is key (Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009). To remain with the 

coach-athlete example, if the athlete honestly communicates her needs and interests, the 

coach may change his attitude (and behaviour) regarding the optimal training regime for 

this specific athlete (the target referent). However, for honest communication to occur 

with the goal of establishing a shared reality, the communicator-to-be needs to be 

appropriately motivated. That is, as mentioned, to be epistemologically or relationally 

motivated (Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine, 2009; Higgins 2019). In this regard, 
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Echterhoff, Lang et al. (2009) found, to some surprise, that high status and domain-

specific expertise were not sufficient to motivate persons to establish a shared reality. 

Referring to Hovland, Janis, and Kelly (1953), Echterhoff, Lang et al. (2009) states that 

‘A person who has high expert power or expertise does not need to be perceived as 

trustworthy’ (151), and further, that ‘Trust is assumed to combine both epistemic and 

relational aspects’ (Echterhoff, Lang et al. 2009, 151). Thus, evidence seems to imply 

that to want to establish a shared reality with a person, one must trust this person. It may 

indeed be the case, as the adage goes, that ‘they don’t care how much you know, until 

they know how much you care’. Consequently, the question becomes how to develop 

interpersonal trust. As such, Simpson’s (2007) dyadic model of trust in relationships 

will be highlighted: 

The model describes that in a relationship, the partners enter with their trust-

dispositions formed by earlier experiences. Then they enter a trust situation. Here they 

can behave to make outcomes MaxOwn, MaxOther or MaxJoint (for details, see 

Wieselquist et al. 1999) with the latter two behaviours proposed to increase trust 

(Simpson 2007). These situations could vary in severeness, which in turn would affect 

their influence on the interpersonal trust. For instance, in what has been termed a strain 

test, which is a situation where a person is ‘highly outcome dependent and specific 

actions or decisions that would promote his or her own best interests are at odds with 

those that would maximally benefit the partner’ (Simpson 2007, 589), if the other acts 

so to help the first, deprioritizing his own interest, trust would increase even more 

(Simpson, 2007).  After the trust situation, behaviours are attributed. If the partner’s 

intentions are positively attributed, trust and perceived security is likely to increase. In 

subsequent trust situations, the new level of trust and perceived security is likely to then 

influence the behaviours and attributions of the persons, making this a circular process 
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continually affected by personal dispositions and earlier experiences of the persons 

involved (Simpson 2007). Based on this model, it could be argued that if person A 

frequently engages in MaxJoint and MaxOther behaviours, especially during strain 

tests, so that person B attributes his behaviour positively, B’s trust  toward A are likely 

to increase, making B more motivated to establish a shared reality with A. 

The present study 

Based on the reviewed literature, the purpose of the present study was to explore: (a) 

how a shared reality is established, or fails to be established, over the course of the 

sporting partnership between the coach and his/her athletes; and (b) how experiencing a 

shared reality (or not) in the coach-athlete relationship is related to the experienced 

quality of the relationship the coach and his/her athletes develop and maintain over the 

course of a 9-month period.  

 

Method 

Paradigmatic position 

The paradigmatic position of this study is within an interpretivist research paradigm 

(Papathomas 2016; Smith and Sparkes 2009b, Smith 1984). The interpretivist paradigm 

is characterised by ontological relativism (Casey et al. 2018; Guba 1990; Papathomas 

2016) and epistemological social constructionism (Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba 2018; 

Papathomas 2016; Smith and McGannon 2018). This paradigmatic positioning means 

that the current study cannot claim to present the truth or reality as it really is, nor that 

it’s propositions are infallible (Smith and McGannon, 2018; Smith 1984; Sparkes and 

Smith 2009). However, we do hope that the study’s findings and it’s interpretations will 
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cause reflections within the reader and lead to improved, or at least more nuanced 

practices (Riessman 2008; Smith and Sparkes 2009a, 2009b; Smith 1984).       

 

Study design 

A longitudinal qualitative research (LQR) design was chosen for the current study 

(Hermanowicz 2016; Yates 2003). It has within the sport psychology literature been 

called for more LQR (Clancy et al. 2016; Collins, MacNamara, and Cruickshank 2019; 

Norris, Didymus, and Kaiseler 2017; Turnnidge and Coté 2018), as a considerable 

amount of studies have been cross-sectional and correlational in nature (Balish et al. 

2014; Hagger and Chatzisarantis 2009; Harwood et al. 2015). Benefits with LQR are 

that researchers can investigate how individuals experience events and social situations, 

and how experiences become different due to contextual changes and development over 

time (Calman, Brunton, and Molassiotis 2013; Hermanowicz 2016; Thomson and 

Holland 2003). As the coach-athlete-relationships is argued to be a dynamic temporal 

process influenced by both within-person and between-person changes (Jowett 2017b; 

Jowett and Poczwardowski 2007), in addition to SRT’s emphasis on individual’s both 

past and ongoing present experiences (Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009; Higgins 

2019), it was believed a LQR design would benefit the present study’s purpose. The 

present study had three data collections (henceforth referred to as T1, T2 and T3) over 

nine months. Due to logistical concerns (e.g., holidays, training camps), the time 

between T1 and T2 was three months, and six months between T2 and T3. 
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Participants 

Due to a gender imbalance in prior motivational- and talent development-research 

(Clancy et al., 2016; Johnston et al., 2018), purposeful sampling was used to select six 

female elite junior swimmers (M age = 15.5) and their head coach from a high 

performing swimming club in the southern part of Norway (Patton 2015). All the 

athletes were ranked among the 20 best performing swimmers in the country in their 

age group. On average, they had been engaged in organised swimming for 7,5 years (SD 

= 2.17), trained about 20,67 hours a week (SD = 2.66) and had the interviewed coach as 

their head coach for 1,71 years (SD = .75).  The coach interviewed was the head coach 

for all the athletes and had been working as a swimming coach for 29 years.   

Between T1 and T2 one of the selected athletes changed club, and another 

athlete decided to quit organised swimming. However, they were asked if they wanted 

to continue to partake in the study. Both said yes, and both were interviewed at both T2 

and T3.    

 

Procedure 

Approval to conduct the study was granted by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data 

and The Ethical Committee of The Norwegian School of Sport Sciences. Each interview 

guide was made in two versions, one for the coach and one for the athletes. The 

questions on both versions were similar trying to capture the same concept (e.g., 

Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009; Higgins 2019), but with slightly different 

wording to suit the specific role (e.g., ‘Can you describe your thoughts on developing 

young athletes?’ (coach version) versus ‘Can you describe your thoughts on developing 

yourself as an athlete?’ (athlete version)).  

Participants were provided written consent and informed about their right to 

anonymity before the data collection at T1 took place. Interviews were audio-recorded 
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and conducted at the swimming club’s training facilities (i.e., club house), except two 

interviews which were conducted at the first author’s university. At T1, the interviews 

lasted between 14 and 51 minutes (M time = 39.9 minutes). At T2, the interviews lasted 

between 24 and 81 minutes (M time = 48.5 minutes. At T3, the interviews lasted 

between 35 and 71 minutes (M time = 55.5 minutes).   

 

Data analysis 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim, yielding 87 pages of single-spaced data at T1, 

127 pages of single-spaced data at T2, and 149 pages of single-spaced data at T3. 

The analytical process was twofold: First, we did a preliminary analysis at data 

collected at every interview round after each data collection (Calman, Brunton and 

Molassiotis 2013). Finally, each interviewee’s total data was analysed as a single unit. 

The analytical strategy employed was narrative thematic analysis (Riessman, 2008). 

Hence, the data across cases were interpreted through the same thematics developed by 

the researchers (e.g., Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009; Higgins 2019). However, 

when planning the findings-section, it was emphasised to highlight the interpersonal 

differences regarding how these thematics are experienced and manifested in the 

interviewees’ stories (Casey et al. 2018; Riessman 2008).  

 

Findings 

The analysis of the athletes revealed three overarching narratives: (a) a narrative of 

being prevention-oriented, (b) a narrative of being promotion-oriented, and (c) a 

narrative of struggling with illness. Three of the athletes were chosen to serve as 

exemplars that demonstrate these narratives, a strategy typically used in previous 
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narrative studies (e.g., Carless and Douglas 2013; Phoenix and Smith 2011; Sparkes and 

Smith 2003).  

As the present study focuses on the reciprocity in the coach-athlete-relationship, 

and on how both coaches and athletes can experience increased quality in their sporting 

partnership, presenting the coach’s narrative can give valuable insight in the coach’s 

perspective as well ( Jowett 2017b; Mageau and Vallerand 2003). Hence, the coach’s 

narrative became a fourth narrative to present in the findings.  

 

The Narrative of Coach Gary – The Eager and Positive One 

When Gary told about earlier important experiences that shaped him to be the coach he 

is today, the first thing that came to his mind where talks with his dad (who also 

coached swimming). These talks have played a major role in developing his coaching 

philosophy. Gary summarised: ‘I think it is very much about respecting everyone, (…) 

contribute to making everyone feel well, (…) and typical value-decisions, like it is more 

important to educate people to cope with the world than to educate world champions’ 

(T3).  

Beyond his conversations with his dad, Gary also emphasised two of his former 

coaching colleagues. From one he was inspired by ‘His ability to believe in his 

possibilities and look for solutions instead of challenges’ (T3), while the other 

impressed Gary with: ‘His enormous dedication to seek development (…) so good at 

engaging with the athlete who desires to reach the top’ (T3). 

Through his earlier experiences and interactions with significant others, Gary 

has learned to value a mastery and promotion orientation, something which now affects 

how he gives feedback to his athletes: ‘When I point out mistakes it is primarily by 
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pointing out (…) that there is something they can get even better at. That there is an 

unresolved potential that is conveyed from me, not what they failed to do’ (T1). He told 

about an athlete who asked for a different approach: ‘I’ve heard sometimes: “You have 

to be tougher with me, (…) you have to punish me for me to succeed.” And I thought 

“Then you might unfortunately have the wrong coach because I will never punish you 

to perform better” ’ (T3).  

Gary is fond of his athletes, and sincerely desires coaching in adherence to their 

interests. However, a challenge for him, as he coaches several young swimmers, is that 

it is difficult for him to know the different interests of the swimmers without the 

interests being conveyed. Gary unfortunately does not have time to initiate talks with 

his athletes as much as he would like. Hence, a significant part of his coaching 

philosophy is to teach the athletes how they can behave and communicate to make him 

the best coach for each of them. As he said: ‘It’s important to get to know what each 

one wants (…). What I usually say to them (…) is that my job is to try to help you 

realise your wishes, and then I have to know what they are’ (T1). Athletes who do this 

are more likely to receive better and more frequent feedback: 

 

There are some who are better (…) to ask questions and receive feedback and 

communicate actively. They will often receive more and better feedback. In that 

way I can be a better coach for the athletes who show some initiative in the 

communication themselves than for the ones who are a bit more passive. 

Especially when there are larger groups (T1). 

 



60 

And indeed, one of the athletes said that she once had talked with Gary for an 

hour and a half after a practice, confirming that Gary do provide time when asked to do 

so. 

However, as Gary is aware of the power he holds as a coach, he is conscious 

about the importance of building trust between himself and his athletes. For Gary, trust 

means having positive expectations to one another. Moreover: ‘Trusting someone, it 

depends on how you have been treated in previous situations. And you build this trust 

by repeatedly showing that you want the best for someone else, that you are present and 

do what you say you would do.’ (T2). Congruent with this statement, he reported that 

the relationships with the athletes he had worked with the longest, were the 

relationships in which he experienced the highest levels of trust.  

When trust is lacking, Gary reported difficulties with coaching: ‘I still have 

athletes that I've coached many months, which I still don't feel like I've reached the 

point where they can let loose and talk about their own weaknesses (…). They are more 

concerned with performing than receiving help’ (T2). 

 

The Narrative of Swimmer Ann – The Worried and Lying One 

Ann is a talented young swimmer, one of the best in the country at her age. Still, when I 

started to talk to her, I couldn’t avoid feeling that something in her life was not ideal. 

When we came to the question: ‘If you should encounter any challenges, do you have 

anyone who cares about you and with whom you can talk to?’, a question which all of 

the other athletes typically answered with parents, siblings and/or friends, Ann 

answered quite differently. She said: ‘No, not really. But… it usually ends well. It’s all 

right. (…) I don’t want to talk to mum and dad, they don’t understand’ (T1). 
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Ann had started swimming around the age of 11, following a couple of years 

playing handball. She had not enjoyed her time playing handball because: ‘Those on the 

team weren’t any nice’. Particularly: ‘The coach’s daughter was just mean, (...) and I 

had like nobody to be with. (…) So, then I thought: “Okay, then I’ll just quit” ’ (T3). 

Unfortunately, swimming has not been all roses either. Ann has experienced 

coaches that have been very shaming in their feedback to her. Ann argued: ‘It was worst 

during training camps. (…) They didn't realise I was trying my best, so when I wasn't 

swimming at the times they expected, they just got mad and said like: “Why did we 

bring you at all?” ’ (T2). Moreover, when Ann did perform at the expected level, she 

didn’t receive any positive feedback: ‘They never said that (…) we were swimming 

well. (…) It was just like that when we swam well, they just said like, “Yeah, okay”. 

Like, it was like (…) they just waited for us to swim poorly’ (T2). 

Conversely, Gary, who started coaching her about a year and a half ago, was 

well liked by Ann. She highlighted that she looked forward to seeing him at practice, 

perceived him to care about her, and often asked him for feedback. Still, Ann 

experienced their relationship as ambivalent. While Gary seems to be promotion-

oriented, Ann’s earlier experiences seems to have made her prevention-oriented, 

creating a regulatory nonfit between them. For instance, Ann highlighted: ‘Sometimes I 

feel he is like: “So, in three months you can post this time.” And then I think like: “It’s 

very fast, I can’t do it”. (…)  It’s often the case that I can’t swim as fast as he thinks’ 

(T1).  

Ann perceived that Gary had a major influence on her swimming career. Given 

this feeling, she was afraid of being thought of as the swimmer who didn’t put in the 

required effort, and thus being transferred to another training group. It was something 



62 

Ann would like to prevent. Accordingly, when Gary came with a suggestion for her 

training program, she was afraid to reject it: 

 

He says like: “Yes, but you have to do this and this and this and this”. Also, it’s 

a bit my fault, because I kind of pretend and I’m saying like, “Yeah, but I think I 

can do that”. But then, next time I will not be able to, and I know that I will not 

make it either when I talk to him. But I pretend, so that is stupid of me. (…) But 

you know, I want to seem better too, and he becomes, when I say like, “Oh, but 

then I do that and that and that” then he becomes happy. I just say it. But then 

he’ll get disappointed again afterwards when I can’t do it (T3). 

 

Ann accepted suggestions from Gary that she believed she would fail to fulfil in 

fear of being perceived as lacking dedication and not putting in the required effort. She 

also admitted lying to Gary: ‘He asks: “Are you ready to go hard?” and hits me on the 

shoulder. Then I get stressed and lie and say: “I feel great!” And then I become happy. 

And then later he becomes disappointed and I become disappointed’ (T3). 

In competitive settings, Ann admitted she faked her behaviour to please Gary: 

 

I wanted to show him that I was disappointed if I performed poorly so that he 

would think: “Oh, but then she’ll do better next time”. And stressed because, 

(…) before a tournament, if you become to stressed or nervous, sometimes I 

perform poorly because (…) I can’t concentrate. So sometimes I put a little extra 

in it so, if it went bad, I had an excuse, like “Ah, but I was so stressed out before 

I swam!” I did that sometimes. And if I swam well, well, then I swam well. But 

you know, just to be sure. (…) If I before the race had thoughts like: “I won’t 
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make it”, Like thought negatively, I wouldn’t say it. Instead I would say: “Oh, I 

did my best, but it didn’t work out and now I’m so sorry”. (…) And then he 

would think like: “Well then she will do it better next time”. Then he became 

happy and I had to do the same thing next time (T3).  

 

Ann experienced thinking quite differently than Gary. A final story she told, 

which underscored this, was a story from a training camp, which took place after a 

running session where she was very tired and broke down: 

 

He was like: “How are you doing Ann?” And I just started crying and said: “I 

hate swimming!” (…) And then he said: “Ok, let’s talk about this”. We sat 

down, but then he managed to turn the conversation around, and it ended up 

with me having an extra training session per week. And afterwards I was like: 

“Wait, what? How…?” (…) Because that was not my plan (T3). 

 

Between T1 and T2, Ann chose to change club. Despite the ambivalence and 

their differences, Ann firmly claimed it had nothing to do with Gary. On the contrary, 

she said ‘If only I could have continued having Gary as a coach, I would have stayed’ 

(T2). The reason, she reported, was that as she was getting to old for her current training 

group, she had to move up to the next. And the head coaches for that group were 

coaches who Ann had negative experiences with. In her new swimming club, Ann said 

she enjoyed going to practice more. There are possibly many reasons for this, but it 

might be that the type of failure-feedback plays a role. Ann said: ‘In [new club] it’s like 

they say we shall swim something, and if we fail, (…) they’re just like: “Well, it’s you 

who won’t get any better”. But in [old club] it was like: “okay, penalty” ’ (T3). In other 
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words, when she failed in the new swimming club, there was an absence of positive 

rather than a presence of negative. 

 

The Narrative of Swimmer Cathy – The Sick and Quietly Hardworking One  

Before we start talking about Cathy, a little background information is necessary: In the 

swimming club, there were three training groups that were relevant for the interviewed 

swimmers. In the following, these groups are referred to as group A, group B and group 

C. To stay in group A, there were four requirements: (a) being 13-16 years old, (b) 

manage 7-8 workouts per week, (c) less than 10% absence over time, and (d) qualify to 

national championships. After being in this group, the athletes are either moved to 

group B or group C. Group B is the elite group in the club. When an athlete went from 

group A to group B, Gary called it the ‘fast-track’ (T1). However, Gary said that the fast 

track is not necessarily beneficial for all athletes. Some athletes need more time to 

become ready to take that final step. Therefore, they have group C, for athletes to ‘buy 

themselves some time’ (T1). In group C, the training is more individualised, and the 

goal is to: ‘Provide athletes an opportunity to keep training to keep developing’ (T1). 

Now back to Cathy: Cathy had the recent year struggled with illness. As such, 

she did not meet requirement b and c, while she soon also would be too old for group A. 

Therefore, she was moved from group A to group C. From Gary’s perspective, it was 

nothing but good intentions. In group C Cathy could train in a manner that would suit 

her health situation better. However, Cathy did not perceive it this way: ‘We have been 

moved down. Even though they don’t call it moved down, we were moved down. 

Because we got less training’ (T1). Additionally, she said: ‘I feel that (…) if I had 

continued with the training I had, I could have had more development than now when I 

have two workouts less than before and less hours in the water’ (T1). 
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After the first interview, Cathy chose to quit swimming. She was clear that she 

did not quit because of Gary. On the contrary, she said she did trust him, and that she 

perceived him to care for her as a person. On why she quitted, she stressed: ‘I’ve 

struggled with my motivation and did not get the results that I wanted. (…) I went to the 

doctor and found I had some deficiencies and fixed it, but things didn’t get any better. I 

just felt tired’ (T2). 

Perhaps explanatory for her recent struggles, is Cathy’s elaboration on how she 

experiences her life as a young Norwegian girl in general. She said: ‘We are youths in 

today’s society, and it’s not easy because we have, or at least I have set very high 

standards for myself. Both school, training, like everything’ (T1). Further, she admitted 

that: ‘I have given the impression that things are better than they really are’ (T2), 

adding: ‘I’m the kind of person who’s like: “it’s all right”. I can move on even though I 

am not feeling well. It’s like: “I won’t get up from the water. I shall complete the 

training session” ’ (T2).  

When I asked her if she talked about these kinds of stress with somebody, she 

said: ‘No, not really. I’m not that kind of talk-about-stuff-person, I’m not so good at it.’ 

(T2).  

 

The Narrative of Swimmer Bethany – The Honest and Unworried One 

Bethany’s parents have been very supportive throughout her life. Before swimming 

competitions, Bethany’s mother regularly told her: ‘ “I love you no matter how you 

perform!” ’ (T3). Considering school, Bethany have always been concerned about 

getting good grades. However, her parents: ‘Have been supportive and said that “you 

don’t have to get top grades in every class. You can do worse and still get places in life 
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despite of that” ’ (T3). Bethany has experienced to fail to do what significant others 

have expected from her, but support from her parents have blunted the impact of such 

experiences: ‘Oh, yes I have felt that. But again, my mom has been there and said: 

“Don’t let it upset you, it will be okay.” And then I have managed to leave it behind, 

don’t let it upset me.’ (T3).  

Bethany’s teammates have also been supportive: ‘If I didn’t do so well on the 

national championship for instance, the group has supported me. (…) And that makes 

me (…) feel that I can perform poorly too. And don’t put so much pressure on myself’ 

(T3). 

Looking back at the start of her relationship with Gary, Bethany emphasised: ‘In 

the beginning I had no problems and just swam. Never really talked to him. Asked 

about swimming technique sometimes’ (T2). Since then, their relationship has grown: 

‘Now we have been through several championships and he has seen me both at my 

worst and at my best, so he has been able to understand more of my thoughts. 

Afterwards, we have been able to communicate much better’ (T2).  

Bethany and Gary seem to collaborate and communicate well. For instance, if 

Bethany had swum poorly during a training session, she exemplified: ‘Then he has 

asked: “Is something going on?” and then I have explained it and he has come with a 

solution to the problem at hand’ (T2). If there have been any challenges, they try to 

solve it together: ‘He’s like: “What do you think of this?” Then I ask some questions, 

say something, and then I say like: “Well, what do you think?” And then he answers, 

(…) then we try to come up with a solution together’ (T1). Similarly, Bethany is 

proactive in her collaboration with Gary: ‘I often grab him and ask for technical 

feedback’ (T1). When asked how she makes herself understood, she simply stated: ‘I 
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just say it as it is’ (T1). A practical example of how the honest communication 

influences Bethany’s motivation and well-being, is the following story: 

 

There was this junior tournament. (…) There it were some specific events. And 

I’m not good at them. (…) I didn’t want to swim those events. (…) So, we 

talked together, and I said that I didn’t want to swim those events. (…) That I 

would rather specialise in crawl than medley. (…) And then we came up with 

alternatives during training so I could avoid those exercises I didn’t like. (…) 

We had another coach, (…) and he made me swim these exercises. (…) So, one 

day after training I started crying. (…) I couldn’t do it anymore. And Gary saw 

it, he came up to me and asked what was going on. And I explained it to him, 

and it was then he actually realised how much I didn’t want to go to that 

tournament. And then we came up with other solutions (T2).  

 

After the first time I interviewed Bethany, she became sick. But as with 

everything else, she spoke honestly about it to Gary: ‘I have spoken a lot with Gary 

because of [the disease]. (…) I’ve talked to Gary about the pauses in between the 

different workouts, that I must be careful to relax properly’ (T2). At the last interview, 

Bethany highlighted that Gary once had suggested that she should leave the practice due 

to her illness. At the same time, she also recounted another coach who had asked her to 

leave when she swam poorly due to illness. The latter one though, did it in a more 

negative manner. Hence, she attributed their intentions very differently. She 

emphasised: ‘I think Gary cares about me, while the other coach seemed to care more 

about my performance. He didn’t care about me as me’ (T3). 
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When she is competing at tournaments, Bethany wants to insure against errors of 

omission: ‘If I’m going to swim a 200-meter race, I go out hard, and would rather blow 

it (…) than end up thinking ‘I didn’t give it my all’ (T3). She believes that this mindset 

is similar to what the coaches want them to have: ‘They regularly say that they don’t 

want us to have anything left in the end. Because if you do, you probably could have 

gone even harder’ (T3).  

Discussion 

The purpose of the present study was to explore: (a) how a shared reality is established, 

or fails to be established, over the course of the sporting partnership between the coach 

and his/her athletes; and (b) how experiencing a shared reality (or not) in the coach-

athlete relationship is related to the experienced quality of the relationship the coach and 

his/her athletes develop and maintain over the course of a 9-month period. Our 

interpretations of the data indicated reciprocal and honest communication as a precursor 

of experiencing a shared reality, and further, that the relationship where both coach and 

athlete experienced a shared reality was the most functional relationship with the best 

performance development outcomes (e.g., well-being, perceived security, sustained 

engagement; Balish et al. 2014; Bergeron. et al 2015; Higgins 2019; Simpson 2007). 

Experiencing strain tests with the coach with a positive outcome seems to explain 

athletes’ different trust levels towards the coach. Indeed, trust levels towards the coach 

did influence athlete communication.  

It seems that Bethany experienced a high degree of shared reality with Gary. 

They communicate actively and honestly with each other, which makes it easy for them 

to know each other’s inner states towards target referents (Echterhoff, Higgins, and 

Levine 2009). Their communication indicates that they are appropriately motived to 

create a shared reality: Bethany is epistemically motivated to create a shared reality with 
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Gary as he is an experienced swimming coach, while Gary is epistemologically 

motivated to create a shared reality with Bethany as she is the expert regarding her 

interests and needs (Saw, Main, and Gastin 2016). Gary has proved for Bethany that he 

is to be trusted during strain tests (e.g., competitions where she was at her worst), thus 

increasing his perceived trustworthiness, and Bethany attributes his behaviour towards 

her as a result of him sincerely caring about her as a person (Simpson 2007). There 

seems to be a regulatory fit, as both Gary and Bethany seem to be predominately 

promotion-oriented (Higgins 2019).  

What seems to be the main concern for Ann, is the regulatory nonfit. Due to a 

predominately prevention orientation, she has different inner states than Gary 

concerning goals and strivings (Higgins 2019). Even more, she fails to communicate her 

inner states which makes Gary believe there is a shared reality while there actually is 

none (Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009). The motives seem to be in order; 

however, it might be that due to earlier negative experiences (e.g., prior coaches) and a 

lack of perceived social support that Ann is afraid to say against Gary as she is afraid of 

him rejecting her or getting mad. Consequently, she accepts everything Gary says even 

though she disagrees. Meaning; Ann does not experience a shared reality. Unlike 

Bethany, Ann has not gone through any strain tests with Gary which potentially could 

have increased Ann’s trust in Gary and strengthened their relationship (Simpson 2007). 

Cathy is not alone being an adolescent girl experiencing pressure in Norway. A 

recent national survey found that 24% of adolescent girls experience pressure to 

perform well at sport, while 45 % experience pressure to perform well at school 

(Bakken 2019). High training loads and a stressful lifestyle is a risk factor potentially 

leading to injuries and decreased well-being (Moesch et al. 2018; Reardon et al. 2019; 

Schinke et al. 2017). Hence, when Gary decided to move Cathy to another training 
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group, in which she would receive a more suitable training load, it probably was for 

Cathy’s best. However, considering Cathy’s high standards to herself, she did not like 

what she perceived as being moved down. As with Ann, Cathy did not talk about her 

concerns with Gary. Gary then probably experienced a shared reality with Cathy that 

training with group C was unproblematic, while it challenged Cathy’s motivation.  

So far, findings have indicated that when athletes communicate dishonest or 

hold back relevant information, athletes do not experience a shared reality. Without 

experiencing a shared reality, outcomes of the coach-athlete relationship seem to be 

negative (Jowett and Poczwardowski 2007). Ann kept on lying, and in the end changed 

club, while Cathy’s quiet struggle with sickness and pressure in the end made her quit 

organised swimming. Conversely, Bethany communicated actively with Gary and was 

always open and honest. Thus, she experienced a high degree of shared reality 

(Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine 2009). She reported few problems even though 

performance was poor or if she was sick, likely due to trusting Gary and believing he 

wants the best for her as a person (Simpson 2007). Bethany was also the only one of 

these three who told about situations similar to strain tests (Simpson 2007), in which she 

experienced Gary behaving positively throughout, something that likely increased her 

willingness to eagerly communicate with Gary. This finding indicates the importance of 

coach support through bad times for youth athletic development (Bergeron et al. 2015, 

Mageau and Vallerand 2003).  

From Gary’s perspective, it may be that he believed there was a shared reality 

until proven otherwise (as may have been the case with Ann and Cathy). His emphasis 

on encouraging athletes to communicate their wishes shows that he was motivated to 

create a shared reality regarding swim training based on their contributions and opinions 

as well, not just his standard thoughts on athletic development (Echterhoff, Higgins, and 
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Levine 2009). However, verbal encouraging alone does not seem to be enough for 

athletes to open up honestly. This may be due to the power imbalance between athletes 

and coaches (Denison Mills, and Konoval 2017). Deutsch (1973) argued that those who 

perceive their partner to have greater power, are either more trusting or more suspicious. 

That is, power has an amplification effect on trust-perceptions. That could imply that 

athletes who have low level of trust towards their coach (i.e., is suspicious) withstand 

even more from behaviours that would make them vulnerable, for instance, honest 

communication (Korsgaard, Brower, and Lester 2015). However, Simpson (2007) 

argues that if the high-power partner consistently over time acts in a way that benefit the 

low-power partner, it could over time create a relationship very high on trust (i.e., a 

positive amplification effect). This is critical during strain tests (Simpson 2007). Neither 

Ann nor Cathy told about any strain tests with Gary. Perhaps the lack of increased trust 

and perceived security following a successful strain test is what made them withhold 

information or lying when communicating with Gary.  

A comment must also be made on the coach’s role regarding to whether the 

athletes experienced a regulatory fit or not, as it seems to have played a significant role 

regarding how the two narratives of Ann and Bethany turned out so differently (Higgins 

2019). For instance, considering their competition strategies. Bethany is unafraid to be 

risky as she feels she has the support of family, friends, and Gary anyways. If she fails, 

she is likely to perceive it merely as an absence of something positive (Higgins 2019). 

Conversely, Ann, with her earlier negative coach experiences, is afraid of failing as she 

believes it will be followed by a presence of something negative (e.g., punishment; 

Higgins 2019). Thus, the lying and self-handicapping. Or consider the conversation at 

the training camp ending with Ann getting an extra workout per week, contrary to what 

she really wanted. From her perspective, the current training regime probably 
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represented a presence of something negative, and maybe a little rest would have done 

her well (Saw, Main, and Gastin 2016). From Gary’s perspective, Ann’s current training 

regime had an absence of something positive. The extra workout he suggested was 

supposed to fill this absence, while Ann perhaps experienced it as making the situation 

even worse. Finally, when Gary, ambitiously says to Ann that he believes she can post a 

certain time in three months, he mostly sees a potential success. Ann, on the other hand, 

mostly sees a potential failure (Higgins 2019). These stories show the importance of 

coaches thinking outside their predominately ‘coaching-box’ (Cushion 2018; Denison, 

Mills, and Konoval 2017). Gary may have experienced his promotion-style serving past 

athletes well. However, if unable to behave differently, there will occasionally be 

athletes like Ann who experience a regulatory nonfit. If coaches can reflect on their 

coaching behaviour regardless of their predominant orientation, they can see how 

different types of interactions suit different types of athletes.  

 

Practical Implications 

First, the narrative of Ann showed how experiences with earlier coaches reduced her 

willingness to make herself vulnerable with Gary, thus reducing the potential of the 

relationship (Korsgaard, Bower, and Lester 2015). It supports Dewey’s (1938/2015) 

proposition that earlier experiences influence later experiences, and also aligns with 

John, Gropper, and Thiel (2019) findings that critical life events and how these are 

coped with are likely to influence how subsequent sport participation is experienced. 

Consequently, our call to all coaches, especially those coaching young athletes, is to be 

mindful of their coaching behaviour as it will likely have a major influence on how the 

athlete is likely to experience later coach-athlete relationships and thus sports 

engagement itself (Smoll and Smith 2020). 
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This notion actualises the next implication, which is, to use the Danish 

philosopher Søren Kierkegaard’s words on the art of helping, to ‘find him where he is 

and begin there (…) understand what he understands’ (Kierkegaard 1859/1998, 45). 

Unfortunately, Gary did not seem to be aware of Ann’s or Cathy’s struggles, thus 

rendering him unable to help them. If coaches and athletes can honestly share their 

concerns and inner states, it enables the other to help, and then hopefully joint outcomes 

will become positive (Jowett and Poczwardowski 2007). 

This brings us to the third implication, namely behaving in such a way that the 

interpersonal trust increases (Korsgaard, Brower, and Lester 2015; Simpson 2007). This 

is especially important for the coach, due to his greater power (Denison, Mills, and 

Konoval 2017; Deutsch 1973; Simpson 2007). Showing support through strain test 

seems to be of utmost importance, as our findings indicate that they are likely to make 

or break the motivation to share inner states. 

Finally, on the behalf of the coach, findings from the current study remind of the 

importance of coach-reflection and to think outside the box (Cushion 2018; Denison, 

Mills, and Konoval 2017). Especially the relationship between Ann and Gary could 

benefit from Gary thinking and behaving outside of his ‘promotion-box’ so that Ann 

could have experienced a regulatory fit. The current study cannot say whether a 

promotion or prevention orientation is most beneficial for talent development; however 

it does seem to confirm prior research that a regulatory fit is advantageous (Fulmer et al. 

201; Förster, Higgins, and Idson 1998; Higgins 2019; Spiegel, Grant-Pillow, and 

Higgins 2004).  
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Conclusion 

Interpretations of participants stories indicates that experiencing a shared reality 

strengthens the relationship between coach and athlete, keeps both motivated and make 

them feel their strivings as worthwhile. Athletes who did not experience a shared reality 

seemed to be more dissatisfied with the relationship and their sporting engagement. For 

a shared reality to be experienced, honest communication, motivated by trust in the 

other, must be frequently utilised by both parties. Due to the power imbalance, it is 

especially important for coaches to behave supportive and trustworthy to advance the 

relationship. Finally, we believe that using SRT as a conceptual framework can prove to 

be a new, advancing avenue regarding research on the coach-athlete relationship (for 

details, see Echterhoff, Higgins, and Levine, 2009; Higgins, 2019). It is our opinion that 

SRT seems to encapsulate central elements for a profound coach-athlete relationship.  
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