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You wouldn’t let your phone run out of battery: an interpretative 
phenomenological analysis of male professional football coaches’ 
well-being
Andrew J. Higham , James A. Newman , James L. Rumbold and Joseph A. Stone

Academy of Sport and Physical Activity, Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield, UK

ABSTRACT
Little is known about how coaches make sense of and experience well- 
being within their given context as athletes have traditionally been at the 
forefront of well-being research, which is concerning given coaches are as 
susceptible to well-being challenges. Considering well-being and coach-
ing comprise of many idiosyncratic and sociocultural interactions, the 
present study employed a combined bioecological and interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach to explore how six professional 
football coaches make sense of and experience well-being within the 
context of football clubs. Due to IPA’s contextualist position, commitment 
to the individual, and ability to empower and give voice, two group 
experiential themes were created: ‘The endeavour to comprehend coa-
ches’ well-being’, and ‘Volatility of the football coaching profession: frag-
mented well-being’. Findings showed that football coaches made sense of 
their well-being by drawing on past playing experiences and sociocultural 
interactions, with some coaches comprehending well-being as a physical 
and mental battery. Additionally, several coaches experienced 
a fragmentation of self and subsequent well-being due to conflicts within 
and between their ecological niche. A combined bioecological and IPA 
approach facilitated and enriched how well-being was contextually made 
sense of and experienced.
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The concept of well-being has been debated across many contexts, including sport (Lundqvist 2011), 
health (Kiefer 2008), and the workplace (Bone 2015). Despite varying theoretical explanations of well- 
being some agreement exists that it is a complex, subjective, and multifaceted phenomenon, 
incorporating hedonic (i.e. subjective) and eudaemonic (i.e. psychosocial) dimensions (Lundqvist  
2011). Organisations such as professional sport clubs have considerable interest in promoting staff 
well-being with reported benefits to health and performance outcomes (Didymus, Rumbold, and 
Staff 2018). Yet athletes are often prioritised over organisational staff (i.e. coaches), which is of 
concern given coaches impact their work environment as much as the environment can influence 
the individual (Didymus, Rumbold, and Staff 2018). Therefore, understanding well-being is not only 
critical for the coach, but also for the wider impact the coach’s well-being might have on the athletes 
(Potts, Didymus, and Kaiseler 2021). Nevertheless, coaches’ well-being has typically been neglected 
(Kenttä, Olusoga, and Bentzen 2020), which is alarming due to past calls for research to explore what 
well-being means to coaches (i.e. how they make sense of the construct) and to establish appropriate 
theoretical frameworks (Norris, Didymus, and Kaiseler 2017).
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Well-being is often addressed when quantitatively examining stressors, coping, and burnout, thus 
focusing on ill-being whilst overlooking well-being (Kenttä, Olusoga, and Bentzen 2020) and the 
collective person-context interaction of well-being ‘in-the-world’ (Sarvimäki 2006). Although quali-
tative thematic research exploring stress transactions and social support has progressed under-
standing of the individual-environment relationship (Baldock et al. 2021), it conversely 
compartmentalises and isolates well-being, ignoring the wider personal-contextual interactions 
within one’s lifeworld. Hence, to holistically understand coaches’ well-being, a methodological 
approach, such as interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is befitting to explore and make 
sense of such personal-contextual interactions. Moreover, to explore these interactions and the 
multi-layered idiosyncrasies of coaches’ well-being, Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Bioecological model 
provides an ideal lens through which psychosocial and sociocultural influences, and the often- 
complex lived experience of coaches can be qualitatively examined (Higham et al. 2023). 
Specifically, Bronfenbrenner’s Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model which suggests human 
development is shaped by repeated psychosocial proximal processes, personal characteristics, 
interrelating nested systems, and temporality (cf. Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). Thus, factors 
which influence well-being ideology (Bone 2015) include but are not limited to the interrelated 
microsystem (e.g. workplace), mesosystem (e.g. player-colleague relations), exosystem (e.g. trade 
unions), macrosystem (e.g. organisational culture), and chronosystem (e.g. sociohistorical events).

The primary intent of the Bioecological model is not to claim answers but to offer a framework to 
advance the discovery of processes and conditions that delineate the scope and limits of human 
development (Bronfenbrenner 2005). Hence, ecological methodologies should be in ‘the discovery’ 
mode rather than the mode of verification suggesting inductive enquiries are better suited to this 
model than deductive reasoning (Rosa and Tudge 2013, 254). Yet, the more traditional qualitative 
models of thematic organisation have been criticised as they ‘presuppose that these experiences 
impacting well-being can be neatly separated in the first place’ (Ventresca 2019, 180). Given the 
apparent importance of the various interactional components which contribute to the lived experi-
ence of coaches’ well-being, researchers must continue to diversify their approach and avoid relying 
on examinations of these factors in isolation. Here we suggest implementing a combined bioecolo-
gical and IPA approach as an ecological niche is constituted in a phenomenological field that orients 
an individual’s actions and interactions (cf. Rosa and Tudge 2013). Therefore, considering coaching 
(Cushion and Jones 2006) and well-being (Kiefer 2008) comprise of idiosyncratic sociocultural 
interactions, IPA is well suited to provide a detailed, nuanced analysis of coaches’ well-being 
experiences and interpretations within context. For instance, due to IPA’s phenomenological, 
hermeneutical, and idiographic underpinning it enables the participant and researcher to make 
sense of the interdependent relationship between the ‘person’ and their ‘world’ (Smith, Flowers, and 
Larkin 2022), which is central when addressing the taken-for-granted (e.g. well-being; Seamon 2018). 
Hence the researcher is concerned with multi-layered contextual analysis, meaning focus is on 
examining not only different microsystems (e.g. work, home, community) but also interpreting the 
influences of the individual’s experiences between systems (Bone 2015).

A further justification for a combined bioecological and IPA approach surrounds professional 
football organisations being viewed as total institutions (Goffman 1959) which are closed social 
systems shaped by sociocultural norms that can cultivate narrow identities and hegemonic 
beliefs amongst players and coaches (Champ et al. 2020). This is of concern given many coaches 
and players who transition into coaching, will have been ingrained and influenced by football’s 
culture for significant proportions of their lives. Consequently, person-environment interactions 
over time can shape horizons (e.g. what one can see or understand) on a given concept or 
ideology (Gadamer 2013). Insofar a coach’s horizon of well-being may be narrowed or widened 
by sociohistorical (chronosystem) experiences (e.g. past playing career and cultural norms). 
Therefore, given the life context which surrounds an individual is critical for understanding 
how they make sense of well-being (Lundqvist 2011), a phenomenological approach can enrich 
understanding of well-being (Kiefer 2008; Sarvimäki 2006). For instance, rather than capturing 
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objective measurements based on phenomenon prevalence, phenomenological approaches (e.g. 
IPA) have proven to be valuable when capturing the essence of football coaches’ social worlds, 
such as sensemaking and experiences of stressors and burnout (Dixon and Turner 2018; 
Lundkvist et al. 2012).

In sum, this study employs an IPA approach and bioecological framework to further under-
standing of professional football coaches’ well-being. Consequently, the aim of the study is to 
explore how professional football coaches experience and make sense of well-being within the 
context of football club environments. By employing a combined IPA and bioecological approach, 
we intend to enrich the current understanding of coaches’ well-being, develop theoretical insight, 
and contextualise well-being experiences.

Method

Design

This study adopted an interpretivist philosophical paradigm, informed by a social construc-
tionist epistemology (i.e. knowledge of coaches’ well-being is constructed via sociocultural 
interactions), and a relativist ontology (i.e. multiple interpretations of coaches’ well-being exist) 
to comprehend the world from the participants’ point of view (Smith and McGannon 2018). 
Therefore, aligning with the adopted IPA and bioecological underpinnings, a coach’s sense-
making (i.e. perceived truth) of well-being may be relative to the various interactions and 
contexts (i.e. workplace, homelife and culture) they experience. For instance, IPA embraces 
Gadamer’s (2013) concept of horizons (e.g. one’s assumptions, beliefs, and cultural background) 
which shapes an individual’s understanding of the world. This understanding compliments the 
bioecological approach (e.g. PPCT model; Bronfenbrenner 2005) because horizons are not fixed 
and are constantly shaped due to proximal processes (i.e. reciprocal interactions) within and 
between one’s ecological niche. Thus, a combined bioecological and IPA approach was 
deemed appropriate as they aim to explore how individuals contextually make sense of their 
personal and social world (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022; Bronfenbrenner 2005). Moreover, 
due to the phenomenological essence of well-being, IPA’s phenomenological, hermeneutical, 
and idiographic underpinning (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022) acknowledges well-being lived 
experiences as subjective, fluid and constructed by coaches, as they interpret and develop their 
social understanding. Insofar, the coaches’ sensemaking was unravelled by the lead author 
engaging with the double hermeneutic of IPA, whereby they tried to make sense of how 
football coaches’ understood their well-being and personal worlds. Consequently, a detailed 
idiographic examination of each coach’s well-being prior to a tentative cross-case analysis was 
conducted (Nizza, Farr, and Smith 2021).

Participants

Six male professional football coaches (Mage = 38.2 ± 5.9 years; Mcoaching-experience = 12 ± 4.8 years) 
were purposively sampled and recruited to obtain a homogenous sample (see Table 1). For 
context, all coaches were ex-players (three professional and three semi-professional) who had 
transitioned into coaching. This homogenous sample of professional coaches facilitated 
a detailed exploration of convergences and divergences within and between coach accounts. 
Professional coaches were characterised as those who have been employed full-time and worked 
at a professional football club in the English Premier League (EPL) or English Football League 
(EFL) at first team or academy level (Higham et al. 2021). Therefore, the inclusion criteria for the 
study were: (i) the participant identifies as male and can speak fluent English, (ii) they had 
a minimum of one year’s coaching experience working within an EPL (i.e. tier one) or EFL (i.e. 
tiers two, three, and four) club in the UK.
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Interview guide

Ethics approval was obtained via Sheffield Hallam University’s ethics committee. Coaches were then 
invited to take part in the study via email and supplied with a participant information sheet, an 
informed consent form, and the opportunity to ask questions prior to participation. A semi- 
structured interview guide was developed and began by easing participants into recalling familiar 
descriptive accounts (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022). The opening prompt was ‘talk to me about 
your coaching experiences within football’. Afterwards, more investigative questions were intro-
duced, such as ‘in your own opinion, what is well-being?’, ‘how does it make you feel coaching in 
football?’, and ‘how do you personally experience well-being within your role?’. When interviewing, 
the lead author engaged in active, supportive listening, using prompts and probes to encourage rich 
discussion and elaboration (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022). The interviews were conducted over 
phone and online via Zoom, which were audio recorded (Mduration = 91 min ±24.4 min).

Data analysis

Data were analysed in line with the principles of IPA research (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022), 
resulting in seven stages: (i) adhering to the idiographic commitment of IPA, the interview audio 
files were transcribed verbatim and re-read individually by the lead author, allowing them to 
become immersed in the data and lifeworld of each participant; (ii) the lead author began line-by 
-line analysis of the first transcript, noting exploratory comments (e.g. either descriptive, linguis-
tic, or conceptual) in the right hand margin of the text. For example, when the coaches used 
metaphors and analogies; (iii) experiential statements were established in the left margin of text. 
These statements were grounded in the data but also captured the conceptual, psychological 
essence of the exploratory notes in a reduced volume of detail; (iv) the experiential statements 
were then clustered into a logical structure representing similar and differing concepts, which 
was an iterative and time-consuming process due to regression and progression between stages; 
(v) once the clustering of experiential statements was agreed upon between all authors, we 
created a table of personal experiential themes, where each cluster was named to identify the 
relevant information from all the experiential statements residing under it; (vi) the above process 
was then repeated for all participants to establish their own personal experiential themes, which 

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Participant Age
Coaching 

experience Coaching role Qualifications
Employment 

status Club level

Ben 32 14 years Previously an academy 
coach and 
international FA coach 
educator

Coaching: UEFA A License 
Academic: Postgraduate 

working towards PhD

Unemployed at 
the time of 
interview

Previously 
worked 
across 
several tiers

Connor 39 16 years Academy coach Coaching: UEFA A Licence, 
FA Advanced Youth Award 

Academic: Undergraduate 
degree

Paid Full-time Professional 
tier one

John 47 14 years Academy coach Coaching: UEFA A License, 
Undertaking Pro License 

Academic: No degree

Paid Full-time Professional 
tier two

Max 40 7 years Assistant head coach Coaching: UEFA A License 
Academic: No degree

Paid Full-time Professional 
tier four

Michael 40 16 years Academy coach Coaching: UEFA A License, FA 
Advanced Youth Award 

Academic: Postgraduate 
working towards Masters

Paid Full-time Professional 
tier three

Will 31 5 years Goalkeeper coach Coaching: UEFA A License 
Academic: Postgraduate PhD

Paid Full-time Professional 
tier one

UEFA = the Union of European Football Associations | FA = Football Association.
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in turn allowed for the identification of similarities and differences between all participants. The 
final stage resulted in the creation of group experiential themes, which represent the conver-
gences and divergences across the whole sample, allowing for a detailed investigation to take 
place.

Research quality

We adopted a relativist position which allowed flexibility, ensured sound qualitative practice, and 
maintained data trustworthiness (Smith and McGannon 2018). Considering the contextual nature of 
the study, significant efforts were made to understand the ‘sensitivity of context’ (Yardley 2017). For 
instance, close attention was given to the sociocultural context within professional football organi-
sations and how it may influence perceptions on well-being. We also acknowledged that those who 
reside within football are often accustomed to quick journalistic interviews than the proposed in- 
depth, researcher-led interviews (Roderick 2006). Therefore, to harness depth, trust was of para-
mount importance in the interview context (Roderick 2006), which is why we explicitly stated that 
confidentiality and anonymity (e.g. use of pseudonyms and secure storage of data) would be 
granted.

To provide transparency (Yardley 2017) and align with a reflexive approach, the lead author had 
previously delivered psychoeducational workshops to U14 and U16 academy players within 
a professional club environment and is currently undertaking a PhD which explores professional 
football coaches’ well-being. Therefore, from personal experience, the lead author has been exposed 
to a club’s culture and practices, along with well-being literature. The lead author attempted to 
bracket preconceptions and drew on the co-authors to act as critical friends and theoretical sound-
boards during the analysis process, to encourage reflexivity on interpretations and opinions (Smith 
and McGannon 2018). For example, we scheduled challenging but supportive co-author meetings 
which invited critical discussions on theme formulation and how participants’ accounts could be 
enriched by theoretical interpretation. This was not to establish consensus but to develop the lead 
author’s interpretations (Smith and McGannon 2018). Finally, when conducting the analysis, we were 
cognisant of Nizza, Farr, and Smith’s (2021) four markers for high quality IPA and thus attempted to 
construct ‘a compelling, unfolding narrative’; conduct a ‘close analytic reading of participants’ words’; 
develop a ‘vigorous experiential account’; and display ‘convergence and divergence’ between and 
within coaches’ accounts.

Findings and discussion

Two group experiential themes were identified during the analysis; ‘The endeavour to comprehend 
coaches’ well-being’, and ‘Volatility of the football coaching profession: fragmented well-being’, with 
each comprising of two subordinate themes. The findings are described, interpreted, and discussed 
in relation to pertinent literature, with a multivocality of coach accounts provided. Bronfenbrenner’s 
(2005) bioecological approach and PPCT model are employed as frameworks to explore well-being 
experiences and sensemaking.

The endeavour to comprehend coaches’ well-being

The word endeavour is used to represent the participants’ challenges to understand and make sense 
of their well-being within context. Coaches’ interactions within and between multiple levels of their 
ecological niche, such as interpersonal interactions and football club culture appeared to shape 
horizons (Gadamer 2013) of well-being.
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Making sense of well-being
This theme captures how coaches navigate their thoughts and contextual experiences to compre-
hend well-being. Several coaches acknowledged well-being to be individualised and context spe-
cific, as discussed by Ben:

I think, coach [pauses], if I’ve understood the question correctly. I imagine coach well-being links to tuning in on 
how is that individual? What’s going on in their world? What stresses are they under and how can we support 
them? And it’s not necessarily just stresses that might be related to their role because there’s influences outside 
of their role that we need to be aware of . . . issues at home.

Ben pausing and querying his understanding of the question suggests uncertainty, which many 
other coaches expressed when discussing well-being. However, Ben’s reference to stress, support 
systems, and wider contextual demands (i.e. issues at home) illuminates the bioecological nature and 
person-context interaction of well-being. The issue for Ben was being out of work whilst his wife was 
pregnant, hence interactions within and between his microsystems (e.g. work and home) shaped his 
understanding and experience of well-being (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). This highlights how 
a coach’s well-being is not only intertwined within the sporting context, but within their wider world, 
and more so how simply experiencing ‘being-in-the-world’, in ordinary everydayness (Sarvimäki  
2006) can shape well-being sensemaking. Additionally, despite struggling to comprehend well- 
being, several coaches made sense of it by using a ‘battery’ analogy, whereby ‘energy’ influences 
physical, behavioural, social, and psychological dimensions of well-being:

Your energy thing obviously helps you to work more effective. So, I think this energy and battery analogy is quite 
cool . . . The spark will jump over to other people around you. So, as much as I think other people . . . can drain 
your energy or pull you down. You can also pull other people up by being a positive character and by having 
good energy in an environment, then again I think this always correlates with well-being. If I’ve positive 
energy . . . feel good . . . motivated. . . I think my well-being is on a very different level. . . Whereas if I feel 
fatigued . . . not motivated, or sad . . . I’m not going to be in a good mental state. (Will)

Will’s well-being energy analogy acknowledges the importance of the person (e.g. characteristics) 
and their proximal processes (e.g. interactions within and between microsystems) in context 
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). Insofar, the individual (i.e. coach) and those in their environment 
(e.g. colleagues) can influence well-being bi-directionally. Therefore, individual well-being appears to 
be made sense of by acknowledging both intra and interpersonal interactions. Converging with Will, 
Ben utilised a mobile phone’s battery analogy to make sense of well-being:

What energy levels are [you] running on? So, if you look at like your mobile phone, how much battery has it got? 
People do of course let their phone go dead or [on] fumes, but you immediately want to charge it up, don’t you? How 
often do we do that with ourselves? Where people just need a charge up, and are we the ones to charge them up?

Physical and mental energy appear to be a core component of well-being for both Will and Ben as 
they recognise that ‘batteries’ supply energy and can occasionally die or be low, alluding towards 
experiences of burnout and fatigue (Kenttä, Olusoga, and Bentzen 2020). Moreover, from our 
interpretations Ben’s questioning of ‘are we the ones to charge them up?’ implies managing well- 
being should not solely rest on the individual and that wider support should be offered. One way to 
increase wider support is for organisations to improve their understanding of what well-being is and 
to educate themselves and their employees on the concept (Purcell et al. 2022). However, this is 
made hard due to a lack of understanding of the concept (Norris, Didymus, and Kaiseler 2017). 
Nonetheless, comprehension and education of coaches’ well-being could be aided by comparing it 
to something tangible and known, such as a phone battery. This simplistic analogy could raise 
awareness and educate organisations about how thwarted well-being can be detrimental to coach-
ing performance (Potts, Didymus, and Kaiseler 2021).

The person-context component of well-being was reiterated by Connor, an academy coach at 
a Premier League club and Max, an assistant first team manager at a league two club. The contexts of 
academy and first team coaches are typically portrayed to significantly differ, yet both make sense of 
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well-being by its connection with club matchday results. For example, Connor stated ‘No one wants 
to say it, but it’s there as the elephant in the room. So literally something that’s pretty much out your 
control [matchday results] is dictating whether you have a good week or not’. The ‘elephant in the 
room’ metaphor suggests organisations and their personnel are aware of the effect results have on 
coaches’ well-being, usually because coaches associate winning with perceived job security (Higham 
et al. 2021). Yet this is an issue for coaches’ well-being as results are typically out of their control and 
are dictated by player performances. This highlights how distal interactions between the micro-
system (e.g. team) and exosystem (e.g. opposition) shape well-being sensemaking and experiences. 
Similarly, Max displayed how matchday results not only affect individual well-being but subsequent 
behaviours and interactions within wider systems (e.g. home-life):

[You’re] miserable, you’re not working out as much . . . you’re fretting a bit more about things and you’re a little 
bit more miserable at home, you then get in arguments at home with the wife, or you’re not present at home 
[when losing] . . . But when you win, you’re buzzing, ‘I am out tonight . . . we’re off out for some food tonight’, 
you’re naturally a bit more upbeat. But when you get beat, it’s like [the] fucking end of the world.

We interpret Max’s struggles of ‘fretting a bit more’ as insecurity, ‘not present at home’ with 
immersion in role, and ‘like [the] fucking end of the world’ as lacking emotional management. 
However, he displays hedonia and positive behaviours such as socialising with others when winning. 
Therefore, in addition to living interactions (e.g. social exchanges), coaches’ well-being and subse-
quent behaviours can be shaped by non-living interactions (e.g. matchday results) within their 
ecological niche (Bronfenbrenner 2005).

Contrastingly, Will, another first team coach, argued that coaches should not allow their ‘feelings 
[to] depend on mere results’ as they ‘can drag you down quite quickly’. Will may have this alternative 
outlook due to his postgraduate educational background widening his horizons of understanding 
(Gadamer 2013), as he is accustomed to learning about and accepting others’ views. For instance, his 
sensemaking of well-being was widened by the views of his experienced colleagues:

Everybody was like ‘yeah don’t worry . . . it [the season] is a marathon, not a race’ . . . Everybody was so relaxed . . . 
I was obviously the young coach. I was very driven by these results, so this was the first time where I really started 
thinking ‘alright, I need to get a different mindset towards the results’. . . . It reminded me there’s more to what 
I do as a coach and how I need to feel about it, than just one result or two bad results in a row. So this was one 
thing that I learned and that helps me feel much better.

The PPCT model expresses how a person’s characteristics (e.g. age, past experiences) can influence 
how individuals will interpret and act (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). Therefore, because Will was 
young, open-minded, studying a postgraduate degree, and interacting with experienced coaches, the 
conversational exchanges (i.e. fusion of horizons; Gadamer 2013) widened his perspective about 
results within his role. It is suggested that coaches who can separate themselves from matchday 
results can benefit (Lundkvist et al. 2012), which was the case for Will as it made him ‘feel much better’, 
effectively facilitating well-being. Consequently, the Bioecological and PPCT models (Bronfenbrenner  
2005) are suitable frameworks to aid sensemaking of coaches’ well-being as participant accounts 
aligned with acknowledging the importance of individual characteristics (i.e. person), as well as the 
proximal processes that interact within and between their ecological niche (i.e. context).

Are they stuck in old ways?
This theme exhibits how the macrosystem (e.g. club culture) and chronosystem (e.g. sociohistorical 
experiences) can influence how coaches make sense of well-being (Bronfenbrenner 2005). Many 
coaches claimed that football is outdated, with Michael saying, ‘it’s traditionally quite an old school, 
dinosaur, male driven industry . . . you’ve got to toughen up and gotta get on with it’. The use of the 
term ‘dinosaur’ emphasises how he views football’s culture as primitive and outdated, where 
worryingly, prehistoric cultural norms can challenge the evolution and progression of coaching 
beliefs (Potts, Didymus, and Kaiseler 2021). Connor also claimed that toughening up is expected:
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Probably only recently . . . people started to talk about it [well-being]. It’s not, you know, whatever I’ve done, I got 
about, 16 years I’ve been coaching, and you kind of were just expected to toughen up, not show sort of any 
vulnerability or weakness.

Connor’s use of ‘expected’ signifies the perceived pressure from his club’s traditional masculine 
culture to not display vulnerability. For instance, this may be why many coaches ‘toughen up’ and 
suppress their feelings, as the football culture (macrosystem) they interact with promotes masculine 
norms like the suppression of feelings and health-related concerns (Manley, Roderick, and Parker  
2016). This demonstrates how macrosystem (e.g. cultural) interactions can influence a coach (e.g. 
identity), their microsystem (e.g. organisation; Bronfenbrenner 2005), and well-being sensemaking. 
Moreover, several coaches drew on past playing experiences (chronosystem) to inform their current 
horizon of understanding (Gadamer 2013):

I’ve never really delved into it [well-being]. I’ve never really needed to go and educate myself on it. I’ve never 
really had those, deep-lying problems that one would have, or those issues. I was a strong character . . . I’ve never 
really had the need to go knock on the door and say ‘listen, can I have a chat, put your arm around me’. My 
attitude has always been well, ‘I’ll show you’ . . . that was always my mentality and I carried that on into my 
coaching and managing so . . . well-being is never something I’ve really 110% delved into. I’ve never really had 
the need to, but I need to broaden my horizons and learn about it. (John)

The oldest coach of the sample John understands and makes sense of well-being from his past 
playing and coaching experiences, as well as his interactions with traditional football culture. As 
a result, John appears to perform his gender (Butler 1988) by drawing on his masculine identity to 
make sense of why he disregards well-being, claiming that he was a ‘strong character’ who did not 
need support when he was a player and thus carried this view into his coaching practice. John 
claiming, he had no ‘deep-lying problems’, is possibly due to his prolonged exposure to traditional 
masculine cultural norms. Seemingly exposure to the culture of professional football has narrowed 
his horizons (Gadamer 2013) on well-being, ingraining a dated psychological outlook. Insofar, John 
addressed how transitioning from player to coach instilled a perceived ‘stigma’ around seeking 
support:

In football you’ve got to be a tough guy, mentally strong and all that. There is a stigma attached to it, that I think 
players genuinely feel uncomfortable to open up, as in it makes them look weak or you’re not mentally strong . . . 
The vast majority of managers and coaches were players, so they came up through that and they’ve still got the 
same kind of mentality as in they don’t really want to open up or they see it as a bit of a negative to open up.

Here John utilises second- and third-person speech, possibly because he feels uncomfortable 
discussing his own well-being experiences through fear of being judged. Thus, utilising alternative 
points of view could be his way of opening up about his well-being without compromising his 
masculinity (Butler 1988). Moreover, John goes on to say ‘never back in my day did we even 
contemplate . . . You know if somebody mentioned a psychologist, straightaway you’d be thinking 
I’m not mad [crazy], I don’t need to go see [a psychologist]’. John further informs his current horizon 
of understanding from past experiences, pathologising individuals as mad for seeking psychological 
support, and associating well-being to mental disorders. This can be described as cultural reproduc-
tion (Cushion and Jones 2014), where John’s life as a player was instilled with hegemonic beliefs that 
are hard to change due to legitimised social practices in his environment. Therefore, like how critical 
moments can impact football players (Nesti et al. 2012), we argue critical interactions and transitions 
(proximal processes) over time (chronosystem) within a coach’s ecological niche (Bronfenbrenner  
2005) can contribute significantly to horizons of understanding (Gadamer 2013), such as the devel-
opment of well-being sensemaking.

Alternatively, Ben who is younger and has a postgraduate degree, attributed such conjecture and 
perplexity around well-being to a lack of education, ‘not once have I ever been on a course where it’s 
[well-being] been covered’. This highlights the insufficient (Higham et al. 2021) and often sporadic 
nature of education in football and reiterates that organisations should promote and deliver tailored 
psychoeducation on mental well-being within context (Purcell et al. 2022). Psychoeducation could 
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promote a fusion of horizons (Gadamer 2013) which may help change the narrative (i.e. stigma) 
attached to seeking support. However, as Bronfenbrenner (2005) suggests, for critical interactions 
(e.g. psychoeducation) to be effective it must happen consistently over prolonged periods (e.g. 
rather than a singular well-being education day). With our sample of coaches lacking regular 
exposure to well-being education and by informing current understanding with previous playing 
experiences, it could be assumed that there is a problematic generational lag regarding professional 
football coaches’ well-being. Thus, coaches potentially struggle to comprehend the importance of 
their own well-being, as significant past experiences and proximal processes within their coaching 
context narrow present horizons of understanding (Gadamer 2013). However, Ben believes there will 
eventually be a generational shift in well-being perceptions due to seeing coaches and players 
actively engaging with contemporary practices:

It is changing, there is a different influence coming through now within academy coaches in England within the 
EPPP [Elite Player Performance Plan] who are more educated . . . they are a different generation, they’re probably 
around my age or younger. They’ve got teaching degrees . . . master’s degrees, so they’re a lot more educated in 
life . . . they’re different type of people.

Therefore, well-being comprehension and support may improve due to the ‘different generation’ 
engaging with the EPPP, possibly because the younger coaches are a ‘different type’ who are 
educated and committed to psychologically support players (Champ et al. 2020). Thus, given that 
many of our participants were ex-players, current players who progress into coaching will become 
a new generation of key socialising agents, especially given the influential role the macrosystem (e.g. 
culture; Bronfenbrenner 2005) and cultural reproduction (Cushion and Jones 2014) can play in the 
football context. For instance, most of our sample had little exposure to psychological support when 
they were previously players, which legitimised their masculine norms and well-being stigmatisation. 
However, current players now have access to psychological support on a regular basis (Champ et al.  
2020), which is essential for effective change over time (Bronfenbrenner 2005). Therefore, the 
‘different generation’ of players progressing into coaching and existing coaches, should have 
consistently engaged with psychological support over time. Thus, consistent proximal interactions 
with psychological support and personnel (i.e. sport psychologists) should widen well-being 
understanding.

Volatility of the football coaching profession: fragmented well-being

We chose the terms volatility and fragmented as they represent our interpretations that coaches’ 
well-being is continually shattered and reconstructed by the exchanges within their environment. 
Within this group experiential theme, we highlight how comprehension and sensemaking of 
coaches’ well-being is shaped by perceived available support, identity conflictions, addictive ten-
dencies, and experiences of isolation.

Consumed by the role
This theme portrays how coaches’ well-being can become fragmented due to excessive immersion- 
in-place, resulting in a lived obliviousness as to how individual and relational well-being is influenced 
(Seamon 2018). Several coaches harnessed a sense of purpose and identity from their coaching role 
which caused well-being to flourish. Whereas for others their role cultivated obsessive tendencies 
that thwarted well-being:

It’s [switching off] very, very difficult . . . I’ve loved football, since I was young. I’ve lived from football. I eat, sleep, 
and drink football. That is me. That has been my life and a major part of me, because I love the game so much, 
and I have that passion for the game. So, I suppose it’s very hard to just switch off and just to forget about it . . . 
I can’t and that’s just me, that’s just my DNA. (John)

John’s account displays how he battles to switch off as football is a part of him, within his ‘DNA’, 
implying football constitutes his identity (Lundkvist et al. 2012). Strong footballing identities tend to 
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be cultivated during playing careers (Nesti et al. 2012), which may explain John’s unity with his 
coaching role as he is an ex-player who has been ingrained within football for a significant period of 
his life (chronosystem; Bronfenbrenner 2005). For example, his referral to ‘I eat, sleep, and drink 
football’ not only signifies the role football plays in his development as a person, but also in 
sustaining well-being. Insofar, Max’s well-being and identity was fragmented when he experienced 
his first dismissal:

It’s all I know. I’ve been in it since 16, so I don’t have anything else to go to. Like I said if I had anything else, 
I genuinely think I would go to it. I would miss football of course . . . [the] constant communication and 
interaction, all day every day. Now [when fired] I have got no purpose to get up. I would be lying in bed . . . 
I’ve fucking got no reason to get up.

The phrases ‘It’s all I know’ and ‘I don’t have anything else to go to’ evoke entrapment due to an 
immersion-in-place (Seamon 2018). Max’s longstanding residence within football and the associated 
proximal processes (e.g. relationships and routines) in that context shaped a large fragment of his 
identity. For example, Max’s removal from his immersive environment fragmented his identity and 
subsequent well-being due to a perceived lack of purpose (eudaemonia). Given football is part of 
Max’s identity, becoming removed from it left him feeling an unauthentic self (Sarvimäki 2006), 
thwarting his well-being because of his everyday familiarity collapsing. However, Max further implied 
that even when employed his well-being was still constrained:

[Football is] so short-term and there’s so much pressure to be successful now. You need to win now, you need to 
keep us up [avoid league relegation] now. There’s so much pressure on it that your focus is just always on that . . . 
opposed to family life . . . You don’t enjoy your life as much, because your life is consumed by your need to win 
the next game . . . You’ve got the little man [child to look after], but . . . you are trying to think about the next 
game, or what am I going to do? How can I change things? How can I make things better? So, you are present but 
not present . . . you are there in body but not in mind.

Max’s obsessive tendencies and persistent ruminations appeared fuelled due to the short-termism of 
football, which was exacerbated as he had recently become a father and felt the need to provide for 
his family. Consequently, this resulted in Max immersing himself in work, which at the time cultivated 
a lived obliviousness to his surroundings (Seamon 2018). As a result, he engaged in less meaningful 
familial and home-life exchanges (microsystem; Bronfenbrenner 2005), which caused 
a fragmentation within his ecological niche and well-being because he had become mentally 
disassociated from family (Lundkvist et al. 2012). Therefore, organisations could support coaches 
by allowing them regular time to disassociate from and reflect on their role during a season which 
may promote greater self-awareness, interpersonal experiences, and well-being management. 
Furthermore, Max also provided parallels to that of a drug addict:

It’s the winning games . . . That’s what people thrive off, and it’s the same thing that sends them to an early grave. 
But that’s just what they kind of live with . . . it’s an extreme thing to say but it’s a drug . . . they get addicted to 
that adrenaline, that buzz . . . it’s a ridiculous profession . . . but that’s what they miss when they’re not in [the 
profession] . . . I can guarantee if you were to ask them, they would be like ‘oh why am I back in this?’, they forget 
the buzz and adrenaline, because it becomes relief.

It may be assumed common knowledge that positive results are associated with well-being (Baldock 
et al. 2021), but Max’s account illuminates how they are not a stable long-term source for well-being. 
For instance, Max later claims the ‘buzz’ of winning wears off and hardship soon ensues. Therefore, 
like an addict, he craves the high of a substance (winning), but the comedown is abrupt. Connor 
acknowledged this instability of results, proclaiming ‘you can’t control the result, so take care of the 
processes and probably the result will be better than it is’. Thus, coaches should be aware that 
positive results can provide quick well-being fixes but should place greater importance on well- 
being sources within their immediate control. Moreover, we emphasise that coaches not only 
experience tangible addictions, such as alcohol consumption (Roberts et al. 2019), but become 
addicted to the sport they passionately love and the identity it brings. Consequently, if coaches are 
voicing addictive analogical accounts, then they must be supported aptly as becoming overly 
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immersed in their role can be detrimental towards well-being. In sum, we propose that a coach’s 
well-being can become fragmented when their identity revolves around work as it can intensify 
addiction-like tendencies such as work obsession and persistent rumination.

Sink or swim
This theme attempts to illuminate how perceived isolation, as well as a lack of support and trust can 
influence experiences of well-being and its management. Ben encapsulated how most coaches 
experienced well-being challenges within their volatile environments, stating ‘from a well-being 
perspective, you’re constantly like, put your head in a tumble dryer and fucking turn it on. That’s your 
head every day’. The reference to one’s ‘head in a tumble dryer’ symbolises how well-being is 
tormented due to the relentless cycle of football matches and seasons. For instance, various coaches 
like Michael called football a ‘sink or swim’ environment, whereby one must keep their head above 
water to survive. Yet his account is rather nuanced, as initially he states:

From my point of view, it’s [the environment] a real good mix of professional coaches, with a lot of experience 
and that’s why maybe the lens on well-being is less so, because those areas that potentially could develop into 
an issue for you don’t because you’ve always got people who you’ve got good relationships with.

Here Michael frames the environment and those within it positively, as individuals who can support 
and buffer well-being challenges, which is important for mentally healthy environments (Purcell 
et al. 2022). However, later within the interview, perhaps when Michael becomes more relaxed and 
acquainted, he appears to open-up. Michael implies, due to a lack of structured support and not 
wanting to lose his job, he would suppress true feelings and cope alone:

It’s an industry where naturally you understand that you’re fortunate to have the opportunity to do what you 
do . . . you’re waking up every day doing something that you’ve always done, that you’ve always played, and that 
you fell in love with as a kid, and you know that there’s so many people who would want to be in your position. 
So . . . when you go back to your well-being topic, you’re almost under pressure just to get through and cope 
with that yourself if you do ever have an issue, because you don’t want to lose that opportunity. So, there’s no 
kind of formal structure there to help you if you need help, and you’re under this internal pressure to think, well 
I love my job, and I want to work in football . . . but if I’ve got these issues, I’ve just got to deal with it myself, 
because there is no structure there to support me.

Michael’s transformative account represents how reliance on micro-level (Bronfenbrenner 2005), unstruc-
tured interpersonal support systems are not enough to solely facilitate well-being. He repeatedly states 
there’s no structured support, suggesting a want or possible need for formalised structured support. His 
concerns around job insecurity implies structured support would be best provided on a wider exo-level 
(e.g. union or governing body) as it would separate him from his immediate workplace, maintain 
anonymity, and improve perceived job-security and trust. Nevertheless, the perceived lack of structured 
support within his ecological niche fuelled suppression and isolation, which coaches often do to simply 
survive in their given context (Champ et al. 2020). The fear, doubt and lack of trust at a microsystem level 
impacted Ben, as he was dismissed by his manager when seeking support:

He said, ‘well look, if you’re not happy just fuck off’ . . . I was genuinely saying fucking hell I need help . . . I got 
dismissed. Who can you talk to? . . . I’ve never worked in an environment where somebody has literally said 
‘what’s going on with you?’ Because football typically doesn’t afford itself to that . . . In terms of actual well-being 
within a club environment. I’ve never had anyone . . . even being remotely aware to the detail of how I’m doing.

Ben’s experience demonstrates the disconnect between organisations’ and coaches’ well-being 
support, as his statement ‘football typically doesn’t afford itself to that’ is a possible reference to 
how football’s masculine cultural norms thwart sufficient support and displays of help-seeking 
behaviours. For instance, the football culture our coaches were typically exposed to socially legit-
imised (Cushion and Jones 2014) toughness and suppression over care and support. We suggest this 
was because most of our coaches believed they had to perform to their gender (Butler 1988) to feel 
secure in their role and meet institutional norms (Manley, Roderick, and Parker 2016). Consequently, 
due to a perceived lack of care, Ben appeared lost:
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There’ll be times, where you feel like, real bad, like crap, because you just don’t know who to talk to, and it can be 
very lonely, it can be quite a dark place. Where, you know, you feel like you’re on your own and you just don’t 
know what to do.

The use of ‘dark place’ could symbolise his isolation, but also the torment of his thoughts as he is left 
to conceal them within himself with no point of release (Roberts et al. 2019). Ben implies the 
loneliness and isolation which hindered his well-being did not only stem from absence of support, 
but because he believed he could not reveal his true self (e.g. vulnerabilities) due to fearing dismissal. 
This further perpetuated the notion that being an unauthentic self can hinder well-being (Sarvimäki  
2006). There are suggestions that coaches should develop communication and relationship-building 
skills for well-being (Potts, Didymus, and Kaiseler 2021). However, we argue that coaches should not 
be solely held accountable and organisations have a duty to promote and support well-being within 
house. Yet Connor revealed how his current organisational support systems are not fit for purpose:

This is going to come as a shock to some of the people in higher positions and that shouldn’t be the case, that 
their fingers are not on the pulse with this stuff [coaches’ well-being]. It probably shows you there’s a breakdown 
in communication somewhere or [lacks] a process for people to open up.

Connor stressed that ‘typically, in most environments you’d probably go to HR [human resources] 
and tell them how you’re feeling’, but due to having no relationship or ‘level of trust’ with HR he felt 
he had ‘no-one really to talk to’. Consequently, for Connor’s well-being to flourish organisational 
relationships and trust are of upmost importance. Furthermore, Connor’s metaphoric ‘finger on the 
pulse’ not only represents a lack of organisational awareness of coaches’ well-being, but also how 
some coaches are ahead of their organisations in their thinking. At an exosystem level 
(Bronfenbrenner 2005), Max was aware that trade unions such as the Professional Footballers’ 
Association and League Managers Association (LMA) can offer support outside of his organisation. 
Max had previously spoken with a representative from the LMA but claimed ‘the biggest problem . . . 
is when you don’t know anyone there. So, there’s no relationship . . . you’re just phoning a random 
number and you’re getting a random person answering it’. He further argues:

I think when you’ve got these [well-being] problems you really need to have a relationship with somebody and 
actually be comfortable saying these things. You know what I mean? Have trust in that person that they have got 
a genuine interest in your well-being.

Therefore, Max’s well-being appears to thrive when operating within trustworthy, psychologically 
safe environments, which promote genuine care for well-being and comprise of well-established and 
authentic relationships (Purcell et al. 2022). Moreover, support networks should be cultivated across 
micro- (work-life) and exo-levels (governing bodies) because Max believes there could be fatal 
consequences if proactive well-being support is not in place for coaches:

Unfortunately, something serious is going to happen, somebody like a [British celebrity who committed suicide] 
for instance . . . something is going to happen with a manager eventually through a mental state where they 
commit suicide or something really fucking tragic, and, it’s going to have to take that unfortunately before 
anything happens.

Max’s account shifts Connor’s previous statement ‘finger on the pulse’ from a figurative meaning to 
a literal risk, which is concerning given that football coaches have taken their lives over similar 
experiences in the past (Roberts et al. 2019). Max’s plea for proactive support focused on organisa-
tions tackling fan and media abuse, something which he states transitions from ‘a work-related 
matter . . . [to] a life related matter’, thus highlighting how work interactions can bleed into personal 
lives thwarting intra and interpersonal well-being. Consequently, our sample of coaches’ thought- 
provoking accounts signify that well-being sensemaking and experiences are inextricably shaped by 
interactions within and between various bioecological contexts, such as: the microsystem (organisa-
tional support), mesosystem (fan-family relations), exosystem (trade unions), macrosystem (cultural 
norms), and chronosystem (sociohistorical events).
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Strengths and limitations

This study explored how professional football coaches experience and make sense of well-being by 
utilising a combined bioecological framework and IPA approach, which enabled three distinctive 
strengths. Firstly, it helped to conceptualise the idiosyncratic and multi-layered dynamic interactions 
within and between an individual’s environment and well-being, something quantifiable and the-
matic well-being approaches often neglect. Secondly, an IPA approach surpassed surface-level 
accounts of coaches, enlightening latent, hidden meanings via reflexive interpretation (Smith, 
Flowers, and Larkin 2022). This also allowed for deeper interpretation and sensemaking of experi-
ences within context, such as how past playing experiences formulated current well-being compre-
hension. Thirdly, IPA’s storytelling element (Nizza, Farr, and Smith 2021) empowered coaches to 
voice their nuanced well-being experiences and how they make sense of the concept, something 
which is rarely considered. Despite this, we acknowledge that temporality and change are important 
aspects of experience (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2022) and well-being which were not necessarily 
captured within our study’s singular interviews. Additionally, although we recruited a homogenous 
IPA sample, a limitation is that we only shared the voices of white male coaches.

Reflections for future research and practice

We offer six reflections: (i) future research should implement a longitudinal IPA approach to capture 
how interactions within and between one’s ecological niche fragment the self and fluctuate sub-
sequent well-being temporally; (ii) the differences between coaches who were and were not 
previously players should also be explored, as it may elucidate whether past playing experience 
significantly contributes towards well-being comprehension. An autoethnographic approach could 
illuminate the intricate nature of coaches’ careers and how sociohistorical transitions (i.e. lived 
experiences) shaped well-being sensemaking; (iii) we advocate innovative, multi-modal IPA 
approaches as participants’ accounts and sensemaking could be enriched by utilising creative data 
collection methods like journalling and photovoice (Higham et al. 2023); (iv) considering multiple 
coaches attempted to make sense of their well-being by viewing it as a mobile phone battery, on an 
applied level the use of such familiar and accessible terminology could be helpful when educating 
coaches and organisations on what can drain and charge well-being; (v) we encourage organisations 
to support coaches with their well-being, as reliance on well-being management should not solely 
rest on the coach. Insofar, organisations could endorse mentally healthy frameworks, deliver psy-
choeducation on well-being (Purcell et al. 2022), and proactively encourage help-seeking beha-
viours, such as one-on-one support from a sport psychologist. However, such support and education 
(proximal processes) within a coach’s microsystem, must be provided on a regular basis over 
extended periods of time to be effective (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). Finally, we advocate 
the Bioecological and PPCT models as appropriate frameworks for exploring how a person experi-
ences and makes sense of well-being because they holistically account for reciprocal interactions 
within and between an individual’s biophysical, psychological, sociocultural, and contextual condi-
tions. In conclusion, a combined bioecological framework and IPA design enlightened how well- 
being as a construct is made sense of and experienced within footballing contexts.
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