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In the modern era of athletic development, the role of a coach has transcended simple tactical instruction to 

encompass a multi-disciplinary approach involving sports science, psychology, pedagogy, and management. 

Rainer Martens, a pioneer in the field of sport psychology and coaching education, solidified this transition with the 

publication of Successful Coaching. This framework, particularly highlighted in its third edition, provides a

systematic approach to developing athletes not just as competitors, but as holistic individuals. The evolution of

coaching from an intuitive art form to a science-backed profession requires a deep understanding of philosophical

foundations, interpersonal communication, and physiological principles.

The Philosophical Foundation: Athletes First, Winning Second

The core of the Martens coaching model is the philosophy summed up in the motto: Athletes First, Winning 

Second. While the competitive nature of sports necessitates a drive for victory, the successful coaching framework

argues that winning is a byproduct of sound development and a healthy culture rather than an end in itself. This

philosophy is grounded in two major objectives: the personal development of the athlete and the achievement of

competitive excellence.

The Concept of Self-Awareness in Coaching

A coach cannot effectively lead without a high degree of self-awareness. Martens identifies three components of

the self that a coach must reconcile:

•  The Ideal Self: The person the coach aspires to be, reflecting their values and goals.

•  The Public Self: The image the coach projects to athletes, parents, and the community.

•  The Real Self: The authentic persona, including strengths and weaknesses.

Discrepancies between these selves lead to inconsistent leadership. For instance, a coach who claims to value

sportsmanship (Ideal Self) but berates officials during a game (Real Self) creates cognitive dissonance among

athletes, undermining the educational objectives of the program.

Leadership Styles and Organizational Dynamics

Successful coaching requires the adoption of a specific leadership style tailored to the developmental stage of the

athletes. Martens categorizes coaching styles into three primary archetypes, each with distinct impacts on team

culture and performance.

Comparative Analysis of Coaching Styles



Feature Command Style Submissive Style Cooperative Style

Decision Making Coach makes all decisions; 
athletes follow.

Minimum decisions; coach 
avoids conflict.

Shared decision-making 
between coach and 
athletes.

Communication One-way; top-down. Little to no direction 
provided.

Two-way; active listening 
and feedback.

Athlete Development Slow; athletes lack 
autonomy.

Poor; athletes lack 
guidance.

High; encourages 
independence and critical 
thinking.

Atmosphere Intimidating or rigid. Chaos or apathy. Mutual respect and shared 
goals.

The Cooperative Styleis advocated as the gold standard for long-term success. It balances the coach's authority

with the athlete's need for autonomy, fostering a sense of ownership over the athletic experience. This style is

particularly effective in youth sports, where cognitive and emotional development is as critical as physical training.

The Games Approach to Teaching Technical and Tactical Skills

One of the most significant technical shifts in the third edition of Martens' work is the emphasis on the Games 

Approach over the traditional Drills Approach. The traditional method often involves isolated, repetitive

movements that do not translate effectively to the dynamic environment of a live competition. The Games

Approach, however, focuses on situational awareness and problem-solving.

The Three Pillars of the Games Approach

1.  Shaping Play: Modifying the rules, the number of players, or the size of the playing area to focus on a 

specific tactical objective.

2.  Focusing Play: Using freeze-frame interventions and questioning to direct athletes' attention to specific cues 

during the activity.

3.  Enhancing Play: Increasing the complexity or intensity of the game as athletes demonstrate mastery, 

ensuring they remain in a state of optimal challenge.

Technical Skill Acquisition Stages

When teaching technical skills (the specific motor movements), coaches must understand the three stages of

learning:

•  The Mental Stage: The athlete attempts to understand the movement pattern. Instructions should be concise 

to avoid cognitive overload.

•  The Practice Stage: The athlete focuses on refining the movement and reducing errors. Feedback should 

transition from frequent to intermittent.

Physiological Principles and Training Methodology

Successful coaching requires a technical understanding of exercise physiology to design effective training 

programs. Coaches must manage the Physical Training Triangle : Energy Systems, Muscular Systems, and

Flexibility.

Energy System Analysis



Understanding the metabolic pathways is crucial for sport-specific conditioning. Training an endurance runner using

high-intensity anaerobic bursts exclusively is a violation of the principle of specificity.



System Duration Intensity Fuel Source

Anaerobic Alactic (ATP-CP) 0-10 Seconds Maximal Stored ATP/Creatine 
Phosphate

Anaerobic Lactic 
(Glycolytic)

10-90 Seconds High Blood Glucose/Muscle 
Glycogen

Aerobic (Oxidative) 2+ Minutes Low to Moderate Glycogen, Fats, Proteins

The principle of Periodizationis another cornerstone of the Martens framework. Coaches must divide the training

year into macrocycles (the full season), mesocycles (specific training blocks, such as pre-season or competitive

phase), and microcycles (weekly plans) to prevent overtraining and ensure peak performance during championship

periods.

Sport Psychology: Motivation and Communication

Effective coaching is largely a function of communication and the ability to motivate diverse personalities. Martens

posits that motivation is not something a coach "gives" an athlete, but rather the creation of an environment where

the athlete motivates themselves.

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Rewards

While extrinsic rewards (trophies, medals, social recognition) can provide short-term boosts, they often undermine 

Intrinsic Motivation—the internal drive to master a skill for the sake of enjoyment and self-improvement.

Successful coaches focus on enhancing the athlete's sense of competence and autonomy, which are the primary

drivers of long-term participation and resilience.

The Communication Loop

The technical workflow of communication in coaching involves six steps:

1.  The coach has a thought or instruction.

2.  The coach translates the thought into a message (encoding).

3.  The coach transmits the message through verbal or non-verbal channels.

4.  The athlete receives the message.

5.  The athlete interprets the message (decoding).

6.  The athlete responds internally or through action.

Breakdowns often occur at the encoding or decodingstages. For example, a coach may use technical jargon that

a youth athlete does not understand, leading to a performance error that the coach might misinterpret as a lack of

effort.

Management and Risk Mitigation

A technical analysis of coaching is incomplete without addressing the administrative and legal responsibilities.

Coaches function as managers of people, facilities, and risks.

Legal Duties of a Coach

To avoid negligence claims, coaches must adhere to established legal duties, including:

•  Proper Instruction: Teaching skills in a progressive and safe manner.



•  Safe Physical Environment: Regularly inspecting facilities and equipment for hazards.

•  Evaluation of Injuries: Ensuring athletes are physically fit to participate and following return-to-play protocols 

for concussions.

•  Supervision: Providing adequate supervision based on the age and skill level of the athletes.

The Risk Management Process

A proactive coach follows a four-step risk management cycle: 1) Identify the risks (e.g., extreme heat), 2) Evaluate

the risks (probability of heatstroke), 3) Select an approach (cancel practice or move indoors), and 4) Implement the

approach (notify parents and staff).

Sportsmanship and Character Development

The third edition of Successful Coaching places a heavy emphasis on the integration of sportsmanship into every 

aspect of the program. Martens argues that character is not caught by accident; it is taught through intentional 

modeling and reinforcement. This involves teaching the Three Steps of Character Education: 1) Identifying the

principles of character (honesty, responsibility, respect), 2) Teaching these principles through explicit instruction,

and 3) Providing opportunities for athletes to practice these principles in high-pressure situations.

Coaches serve as the primary moral compass for their teams. When a coach prioritizes ethical behavior over a

tactical advantage—such as correcting an official's call that incorrectly benefited their team—they provide a

powerful lesson in integrity that outweighs any technical instruction.

Synthesis: The Integrated Coaching Model

The mastery of the successful coaching framework requires the seamless integration of these disparate elements.

A coach who is a brilliant tactician but a poor communicator will fail to motivate their team. Conversely, a coach who

is a great motivator but lacks an understanding of physiological periodization will lead their athletes to injury and

burnout.

Professionalizing the coaching vocation involves a commitment to continuous education. As sports science

research evolves, the methodologies for training energy systems and teaching technical skills will change. However,

the core philosophical commitment to the well-being and development of the athlete remains the constant

foundation. By balancing the cooperative leadership style with rigorous technical standards and a firm ethical

framework, coaches can achieve the dual goals of competitive excellence and the positive development of the

human spirit. The legacy of Rainer Martens' work is the recognition that the coach is, above all, an educator whose

influence extends far beyond the final score of a game.
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