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Abstract

Coaches are key socialising agents who influence the socio-moral context. A function of
socialisation in coaching is the imparting of values and ideology, which guide behaviour.
English professional football is known for authoritarian and subservient cultures, whereby
coaches will enforce cultural norms and values, which consequently, shapes their players’
moral development. Therefore, from a contextual viewpoint, professional football serves as a
suitable site for exploring coaches’ views of morality. This study consisted of two aims: (1)
explore English professional football coaches’ experiences of morality in football; (2) share
coaches’ accounts of how they create and manage a moral atmosphere. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted with eight male professional English football coaches. Thematic
analysis resulted in two general dimensions: coaches’ experiences of morality, and
recommendations for creating and managing a moral atmosphere. Coaches shared accounts of
the moral conflicts and antisocial behaviours they experienced. The findings suggest that
coaches struggle to define morality whilst highlighting the lack of coach education on the
topic. Furthermore, similarities were observed in relation to coaches’ recommendations for
creating and managing a moral atmosphere. Therefore, we conclude by providing a selection
of guiding principles that professional football coaches could implement when creating and
managing a moral atmosphere.

Keywords: antisocial behaviour, job security, moral disengagement, professional

soccer, self-preservation.
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MORALITY IN ENGLISH FOOTBALL 3

Coaches’ Experiences of Morality in English Professional Football Environments:
Recommendations for Creating a Moral Atmosphere

The moral atmosphere of professional football teams has been questioned in recent
times with a surge in reported cases of ‘antisocial’ behaviour (BBC, 2019; Newman et al.,
2021). However, these are not isolated cases, as antisocial behaviour has been apparent for
decades within professional football (Kelly & Waddington, 2006; Parker, 1996).
Worryingly, an acceptance of a negative moral climate is often hidden by the ‘need to win’
and to conform to the official rules of football’s subculture (Parker & Manley, 2016).
Therefore, antisocial behaviours become rooted in the social climate of professional football
(Constandt et al., 2019). As such, the social context of sport significantly influences moral
judgment, decision making, and subsequent behaviour (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2009;
Shields & Bredemeier, 1995). The coach acts as a key socialising agent who can influence
and is influenced by the socio-moral context, which in turn shapes the athletes’ moral
development (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2009; Pelaez et al., 2013). A main function of
socialisation in coaching relates to the imparting of enduring values and an ideology that
guides behaviour in accordance with given expectations (Cushion & Jones, 2014). Therefore,
it is of worth to explore the concept of morality through the eyes of professional football
coaches due to their influence on team moral atmospheres.

Morality has been defined as “‘prescriptive judgements of justice, rights, and welfare
pertaining to how people ought to relate to each other’” (Turiel, 1983, p. 3). When discussing
morality, the term ‘moral atmosphere’ is often used to describe the shared behaviours, norms,
and values deemed acceptable to the group (i.e., team), which in turn have an influence on its
members’ behaviour (Shields & Bredemeier, 1995). The conventions described can be
referred to as collective norms that comprise the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours expected

from group members and are habitually created and endorsed by the coach (Shigeno et al.,
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MORALITY IN ENGLISH FOOTBALL 4

2019). Collective norms (i.e., beliefs) and values reside within coaching philosophy, which is
seen as an amalgamation of axiology (e.g., values of importance, and ethical and moral
values), ontology (e.g., beliefs about the nature of existence), and epistemology (e.g., beliefs
on the nature of knowledge), which can be influenced by the social context (i.e., moral
atmosphere) and structure a coach resides within (see Cushion & Partington, 2016).

From a practical perspective, this can be problematic because coaching philosophy
underpins coaches’ assumptions about learning and the types of coaching methods and
practices they adopt (Jones et al., 2004). Subsequently, many coaches may find it challenging
when their coaching philosophy is not in line with the moral atmosphere they operate within.
Therefore, the moral atmosphere a coach oversees plays a pivotal role in determining whether
sporting behaviours are proactive (i.e., prosocial) or inhibitive (i.e., antisocial) in sporting
contexts (for a review, see Kavussanu & Stanger, 2017). According to Bandura’s theory of
moral thought and action (1991), individuals develop moral standards that are deemed
acceptable from a variety of influences such as modelling and through interactions with
others (e.g., coaches and peers). Consequently, the moral atmosphere of a team can be shaped
via coach behaviours and the motivational climate they and the club promote, such that the
environment can influence moral behaviours. For example, mastery environments have been
associated with prosocial, moral athlete behaviours (Kavussanu & Stanger, 2017).
Conversely, if a team’s motivational climate is subjugated by performance, ego-orientated
outcomes (e.g., ‘win at all costs’), then this can lead to conflict and antisocial behaviour
(Kavussanu et al., 2006). In addition, research suggests that individuals operating in sport
environments can morally disengage with antisocial behaviours by cognitively reconstructing
them into benign acts (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2009).

The successful development, progression and outcomes of football players are related

to the environment they find themselves in (Richardson et al., 2004), with the interactions
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MORALITY IN ENGLISH FOOTBALL 5

between key stakeholders (i.e., coaches) in the sporting environment playing a pivotal role in
players’ development (Bortoli et al., 2012). This environment within professional football is
often characterised by managerial control, which is sometimes [emphasis added] founded on
antisocial behaviours such as, abuse, intimidation, and violence (Newman et al., 2021; Oliver
& Parker, 2019). Despite awareness of these issues, morality research is limited in men’s
professional football. This is surprising given findings that have shown that professional
English football clubs can be riven with conflict, and viewed as an arena of struggle, whereby
colleagues can sabotage one another to pursue courses of action to advance or reinforce their
own positioning within a club (Thompson et al., 2015). An explanation for this is the ‘short-
termism’ of professional football which prioritises a need to win, avoid relegation, and
survive at all costs mentality. This consequently impacts philosophy and operating culture
(Nesti et al., 2012). In addition, professional football often cultivates an authoritarian and
subservient culture (Parker, 1996). Here, players are expected to adhere to a certain set of
behavioural norms (e.g., shaking hands with opponents and officials before and after a game),
which act as a demonstration of moral character (Parker & Manley, 2016). The acceptance of
specific cultural norms and values is crucial to player identity formation and to the attainment
of professional player status. Therefore, from a contextual and environmental viewpoint,
professional football serves as a suitable site for exploring coaches’ views of morality, as
coaches influence the identity, integrity, and behaviour of players, by instilling collective
club values and ethical cultural norms (Parker & Manley, 2016).

Given the significance coaches have in shaping the overall environment in
professional football, it is beneficial to gain insight into how they create and manage the
moral atmosphere. As a result, this could lead to recommended practices that may reduce the
prevalence of antisocial behaviours within a club and improve team functioning (Kavussanu

& Hodge, 2019; Pizzi & Stanger, 2020). To date, rich qualitative research, which enables in-
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MORALITY IN ENGLISH FOOTBALL 6

depth insight into coaches’ perspectives and understanding of morality, is relatively scarce as
most of the research conducted within this domain is embedded within a positivist tradition,
typically adopting quantitative measures (Pelaez et al., 2016; Rudd & Mondello, 2006).
Though as Jones and McNamee (2000) state, “there is no such thing as a universal sporting
moral atmosphere” (p.136). Furthermore, Morgan (1997) proposes that sports are like
national languages, which sometimes can be “oblivious to cultural differences that emanate
from outside its own authoritative centre” (p. 14). Consequently, this suggests that an
interpretivist approach which gains accounts and experiences of morality in the social context
of English professional football is essential in developing a deeper understanding on the
topic. Furthermore, adopting an interpretivist approach addresses a limitation in sport
morality literature by offering rich qualitative accounts, rather than favouring quantitative
cross-sectional designs and self-report measures (Kavussanu et al., 2013; Kavussanu &
Spray, 2006). Gaining insights into how professional coaches experience morality and how
they create and manage moral atmospheres will help develop coaches understanding of the
concept, and offer practical recommendations as to how coaches may appropriately develop a
moral climate in professional football. Therefore, this study consisted of two aims: (1)
explore English professional football coaches’ experiences of morality in football; (2) share
coaches’ accounts of how they create and manage a moral atmosphere.
Method

Research Design

The study adopted an interpretivist philosophical paradigm, informed by a
constructivist epistemology (e.g., knowledge is constructed and rooted in sociocultural
contexts and interactions), and a relativist ontology (e.g., multiple interpretations and realities
exist; Cohen et al., 2018). An interpretivist approach was adopted due to the study of social

phenomena requiring an understanding of the personal social world that people construct
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MORALITY IN ENGLISH FOOTBALL 7

(Blaikie, 2007). To understand coaches’ perspectives on morality, an interpretivist approach
was deemed necessary, as the coaches’ perceptions and experiences of morality in sport can
only be understood by the researcher sharing their frame of reference (Cohen et al., 2018),
that is, the professional football context. Consequently, thematic analysis was implemented to
distinguish patterns of meaning across our data and due to its methodological and theoretical
flexibility (Braun et al., 2016).
Participants and Procedures

After obtaining ethical approval via the local university ethical committee, coaches
were invited to take part in the study via email, phone and/or social media (e.g., LinkedIn).
Initial recruitment took place via LinkedIn, where four professional football coaches showed
interest in the study after being sent a study invitation and participant information sheet.
Professional coaches are those who work with athletes and teams competing at the highest
national levels within their sport and country (Bentzen et al., 2020). In the present study, this
included coaches working in professional male first team and academy environments at
English Premier League (EPL) and English Football League (EFL) Championships clubs?.
Therefore, purposive sampling was implemented to recruit coaches who had a minimum of
two years’ coaching experience in a professional football club, and who had coached players
with contracts at their clubs. Snowball sampling was then employed to harness additional
coaches through the current participants’ sporting network. This resulted in the sample
consisting of eight male professional football coaches (Mage = 35.6 £ 4.7 years) with an
average of 12 years’ coaching experience (SDexperience = 4.4 years). For the professional

football coaches’ individual characteristics, see table 1. Qualitative semi-structured

! The English Premier League and English Foothall League Championship are the two highest leagues in
England (and Wales) professional football pyramid. Clubs compete to promotion and to avoid relegation, as
well as to develop professional players via their club academies. Club academies can consist of players typically
between the ages of 9-18 who have paid contracts or who compete for academy places and paid professional
club contracts (Cushion & Jones, 2006).
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MORALITY IN ENGLISH FOOTBALL 8

interviews were conducted to explore coaches’ perceptions of morality in professional
football. The interviews took place individually via phone calls (Mduration = 62.88 minutes)
and were audio-recorded and then transcribed verbatim. When reporting excerpts from the
coaches, pseudonyms were used to maintain confidentiality and anonymity of the
participants. Finally, considering professional football coaches are a hard to access sample
(Kelly & Waddington, 2006), the sample size was determined once we had generated enough
data to tell a rich, complex, and multi-faceted story (Sim et al., 2018).
Interview Guide

The interview schedule was adapted from Pelaez et al. (2016) which was used as an
initial foundation for the questions. Subsequently, questions wordings were refined and
additional questions were added to address the study’s aims. As a result, the interview guide
was divided into eight interrelated sections: (a) introductory comments and instructions; (b)
rapport building (e.g., What is your current job role? How long have you coached for?); (c)
coaches’ perspectives of morality (e.g., In your eyes what is morality? What is an example of
morality in sport?); (d) description and characterization of morality (e.g., Why would you say
this is an example of morality? What are the most representative characteristics of morality?);
(e) morality on and off the pitch (e.g., Have you ever behaved differently at the side-line to
off the pitch?); (f) moral environment (e.g., Have you ever witnessed anyone acting
immorally in football? What do you do during competition or training when a moral issue
arises?); (g) your own moral atmosphere (e.g., What would constitute your moral atmosphere
and how would you create it?); and (h) final and additional comments. Due to the nature of
semi-structured interviews, the lead author also engaged in active, supportive listening that
involved using techniques such as paraphrasing and probing, which helped encourage in-
depth discussion and elaboration of principles (Cohen et al., 2018).

Data Analysis
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Thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2016) was used to extract rich accounts of coaches’
perspectives on morality in professional football environments and to identify patterns
between the coaches’ experiences. An inductive procedure was initially used allowing for the
generation and development of lower-order themes before being categorized into higher-
order themes and general dimensions, which were then reviewed in light of deductive
reasoning to align with understanding of theory (Bandura, 1991) and research literature on
morality in sport (Kavussanu & Stanger, 2017). Semantic and latent themes were generated
during the analysis to share explicit coaches’ meanings and experiences, as well as allowing
for deeper interpretation into several implicit concepts and ideas that underpinned what the
coaches voiced (Braun et al., 2016). For example, ‘coping’ was a generated latent theme
from our interpretations, as participants implicitly alluded to forms of moral disengagement
as a coping mechanism. In addition, whilst analysing the data, we found that many themes
interrelated with one another. For example, within figure 1, it shows that the lower-order
themes; communication and professional football context interact. When conducting the
analysis, the lead author firstly engaged in the process of familiarisation by immersing
themselves within the transcripts and interview recordings. Here, notes were made on
interesting features in the data set with analytical intent to establish codes. The first author
then reflexively consulted with co-authors, to discuss and challenge whether the codes were
deemed appropriate. Once consensus was sought, the first author then began theme
development (e.g., collectively grouping codes), after which co-authors once more acted as
critical friends to refine themes and develop theme names (Braun et al., 2016).

Research Quality and Rigor

The quality and rigor of the research was established based on a relativist approach

(Smith & McGannon, 2017). Attempts were made by the researchers to enhance rigor by

conducting a pilot interview with one professional football coach to assess the sequencing
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MORALITY IN ENGLISH FOOTBALL 10

and appropriateness of questions posed. The lead author attempted to address sincerity
through being transparent about their background and research motive (Tracy, 2010). For
example, it is important to acknowledge that the first author previously worked within a
professional football club environment, specifically delivering psychological, educational
workshops to U14 and U16 academy players. From these personal working experiences in
professional football, the lead author gained exposure to the moral atmosphere and developed
perspectives on the moral conflicts that can occur in this environment. As a result, such
experiences provide an ‘insider status’ and a common ground which was deemed important
to co-construct knowledge in relation to the research aims (Baldwin, 2006). In addition, all
authors were white British and accept from a relativist perspective that subjectivity can
influence interpretation of data, therefore we encouraged reflexivity (Darawsheh & Stanley,
2014). Furthermore, based on the first author’s understanding and creation of knowledge, the
co-authors acted as “critical friends’ who challenged the first author to explore alternative
explanations for the data within the initial coding and theme development stages (Smith &
McGannon, 2017).
Results and Discussion

The purpose of the study was twofold: 1) explore English professional football
coaches’ experiences of morality in football; (2) share coaches’ accounts of how they create
and manage a moral atmosphere. Thematic analysis resulted in two general dimensions,
consisting of six higher-order and 12 lower-order themes (see figure 1). The results and
discussion are presented in two sections, based on the general dimensions constructed. First,
we discuss the coaches’ experiences of morality, then secondly, explore the recommendations
for creating and managing a moral atmosphere. However, in view of the quantity and wide-
ranging themes generated, space precludes an exploration of all themes in their complexity.

Therefore, a selection of quotes is provided and discussed in relation to relevant literature.
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Coaches’ Experiences of Morality

Coaches’ experiences of morality refer to the range of cognitive, behavioural, and
contextual factors that contribute towards their overall perspective on morality in professional
football. The higher-order themes within this general dimension are understanding of
morality, moral behaviours, milieus, and moral conflict.
Understanding of Morality

Understanding of morality comprised two lower-order themes; personal perceptions
and prior learning. Personal perceptions related to coaches’ individual views of morality and
prior learning focused upon previous learning experiences that shaped the coaches’
knowledge of morality. From the coaches’ accounts, they found it hard to offer a clear
definition of morality, often questioning their personal understanding and seeking assurance
from the researcher: “It's not something that I've covered in the past. It's not something which
| would say I've learned on any coach education course either... I’m not really too sure on
what | believe it is (Atkinson)”. This coincides with literature where coaches struggled to
define morality (Rudd & Mondello, 2006). This seems to be a continued issue in coaching
research (e.g., Shigeno et al., 2019), therefore an applied implication is that coaches need to
continue to reflect on their understanding of morality in sport. A potential reason for this lack
of understanding is limited education (e.g., prior learning) on the concept, as exemplified
here, by the well-qualified (obtained UEFA A/B licenses) coaches not recalling being
educated on the concept. Atkinson continued: “I think perhaps maybe it's something which is
undervalued in coaching... if I'm a coach educator and I don't understand it [morality], then
I'm probably not going to be teaching it.”” Atkinson suggests that the undervalue of morality
in education may contribute to a lack of teaching, which consequently results in poor
understanding of this concept (Peléez et al., 2016). Therefore, coach development programs

should intertwine the education of morality concepts to better develop coach understanding
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(Shigeno et al., 2019).

With reference to professional football, despite sustained attempts to develop players’
education and morality through initiatives and strategies, such as the Elite Player
Performance Plan (EPPP) and chaplaincy (Roe & Parker, 2016), coaches feel that their
targeted education (e.g., UEFA A License) and support is insufficient, as iterated by Wroot:
“I think a lot of coach education is done in the classroom. It doesn't necessarily mirror or
reflect what the coaching environment is like.” Ciampolini et al. (2019) denotes that many
coaches feel their formal education is decontextualised and negatively perceived. Therefore,
due to coach education not addressing coaches’ morality needs, they may look to other
informal ways of learning such as modelling their coaching practice on their own playing and
coaching experiences, rather than received education (Stone et al., 2020). Wroot added:

I played for coaches that were quite aggressive... It was about whether we won or

lost... I mirrored a lot of the way that they behaved... I probably just subconsciously

did what | saw in the coaches that | respected to that date.
Wroot highlighted how the interactions within a coaches’ environment may shape their
understanding of morality and influence moral behaviours (Bandura, 1991; Peléez et al.,
2016), for example, the game outcome was perceived as influencing aggression. Therefore, it
is suggested that some form of ‘phronetic socio-education’ should be delivered, which can
prepare coaches for complex social interactions, critical decisions and encourage reflection of
context related incidents (Pelédez et al., 2016). This would be a proactive approach by
educating coaches on morality, rather than reactively addressing their morality understanding
learnt from informal role modelling.
Moral Behaviours

Moral behaviours relate to what coaches have experienced and enacted during their

time at clubs, subsequently divided into two lower-order themes; antisocial and prosocial.
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Although coaches spoke of prosocial behaviours that they have observed in the professional
game (e.g., treating people with respect, integrity), coaches spoke at greater length in relation
to antisocial behaviours. Coaches openly shared accounts of “cheating”, “verbal aggression”,
“fighting” and “influencing the referee” that they had experienced from others (e.g., coaches
and players). However, only a selected few spoke about their own actions. Interestingly,
previous research has discussed that players of the same team typically demonstrate more
prosocial behaviours towards each other compared to the opposition (Kavussanu & Al-
Yaaribi, 2019). However, coaches witnessed antisocial behaviour enacted from other coaches
and players towards their own team members:
I remember him [opposition coach] shouting, screaming at them. The lad that made
the mistake for our second goal, he started screaming at him and telling him he's let
the side down, he's let his mates down on the pitch... As I'm going on to shake the
hands after the game, | can hear one of their more physical, big, mature players went
over to this lad and said, “You've let us down. You've let us all down again.”
Whatever the coach's name is, “so and so [the coach], said so.” This lad bless him,
just looked like he wanted the world to swallow him up (Johnson).
The verbal conflict initiated by one player to his teammate was justified by stating, “the
coach said so”, which cements the importance of coaches acting as role models, because
players are receptive to the moral frame they offer. Moral decisions are typically made in a
social context where group norms can influence individuals’ behaviour and decision-making
processes (Bortoli et al., 2012). Therefore, if the coach demonstrates antisocial behaviours,
players may deem this acceptable and reciprocate (Romand et al., 2009). When a select few
coaches did ‘open up’ about their own behaviours, all were in relation to verbal aggression or
inciting cheating (e.g., directing players to go down if they anticipate contact):

| can't say to you now, hand on heart that I've never said to a player, “Why didn't you
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go down?” But at the same time, what I can say is I've never asked a player to dive. |

think there is a difference (Connolly).
Here Connolly tries to defend his response, by stating that there is a ‘difference’. This could
result from a moral conflict where he is against the act of ‘diving’, yet he encourages a
performance environment around winning. Previously, performance climates focused on
winning have been related to coaches encouraging unsportsmanlike, antisocial behaviours,
which consequently results in their athletes engaging in such conduct (Boardley &
Kavussanu, 2010; Kavussanu & Stanger, 2017). This was verified here when Connolly said
he believed players dive “to win” which reinforced the significance of the environment a
coach creates in influencing player behaviours.
Milieus

Milieus refer to the range of social environments coaches are exposed to which
influence their behaviours and moral thought, for example, their football club (e.g., the
professional football context and workplace) and their childhood (e.g., upbringing and
interactions). Heald offered several milieus that influence their moral functioning and
experiences: “I think morality would be how you'd act in relation to your values. The
judgement that you make based on the culture you live in, your previous experiences... it's
also your workplace that affects you.” Johnson had a similar perspective but suggested that a
coach’s parameters for what could constitute acceptable moral behaviour is formulated from
childhood experiences: “Morality is based on, | suppose, your values and the environment
you've been brought up in... the experiences you have as a kid tends to start to set how
narrow or wide your boundaries of morality are.”

Nesti et al. (2012) suggest that critical incidents and the environment can contribute
significantly to the development and refinement of coaching philosophy. As a result, a

coach’s social context and interactions (e.g., upbringing, culture, past sporting experiences,



343

344

345

346

347

348

349

350

351

352

353

354

355

356

357

358

359

360

361

362

363

364

365

366

367

MORALITY IN ENGLISH FOOTBALL 15

and workplace) influences their practice (Holmes et al., 2021; Stone et al., 2020), which
consequently can be a major contributor to the moral values held in a sport environment
(Peléez et al., 2013). The coach is a socialising agent and role model in a player’s
environment (Peléez et al., 2013). A significant function of socialisation in coaching is
associated with imparting core values and ideology, which guides behaviour in accordance to
given expectations (Cushion & Jones, 2014). Football coaches are known for encouraging
values and ‘behavioural norms’ such as an unquestioning work ethic and a will to win (Parker
& Manley, 2016), which is congruent with serial winning professional coaches (Lara-Bercial
& Mallet, 2016). Connolly shared a similar view: “I expect them to work hard, I expect them
to sort of sacrifice themselves to the football club.” This reinforces the important interaction
between the professional football context and coaches’ views of morality. However, the
notion of ‘sacrificing’ oneself may misguide views about the moral atmosphere where players
become subservient to the coach and they must conform and respond in the correct way
(Cushion & Jones, 2014; Parker & Manley, 2016). Consequently, if a coach promotes
antisocial behaviours as a ‘behavioural norm’, then their players will likely model and follow
(Boardley & Kavussanu, 2010) as suggested by Heald: “I think whoever the leader is,
everybody else falls in line with that really because it's the norm of behaviour...” The
statements of ‘sacrifice oneself” and ‘everybody falls in line’ are almost militant in nature and
could be associated with symbolic violence, whereby individuals comply to the dominant
values and the behavioural regime utilized in the environment (Cushion & Jones, 2006).

The findings in our study are consistent with previous research, for example if
professional players are to demonstrate professionalism and good attitudes, it rests on their
ability to adhere to set behavioural norms as well as by displaying strong work ethic, which
in football is considered good moral character (Parker & Manley, 2016). For example, many

coaches framed their views of morality around social values and the context of professional
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football as they expected “work ethic [hard work]”, “willingness [to learn]”, “sacrifice” and
“empathy”. These findings blend moral and social perspectives by demonstrating the
importance of the professional football context in shaping coaches’ views of morality. Many
coaches suggested that they and colleagues (including players) should aim to be on the “same
page” and have a “collective line in the sand” to perform well, which is echoed by Nesti
(2012) who suggests facilitative team environments are those which have shared norms,
values, and actions. In addition, many coaches noted concern with the “win at all costs”
context in professional football (Lawrence & Pipini, 2016) as Wroot stated:
Winning was the primary focus. It wasn’t necessarily whether we played aesthetically
well, whether we adhered to our values, whether we played to our philosophy... At
the elite level they [a manager] could be a few games away from the sack... the result
is the main thing... The behaviour at the elite level is very much driven by the result.
Therefore, an explanation as to why coaches demonstrate certain antisocial behaviours could
be due to their coaching philosophy being affected by the highly competitive social
environment of professional football, where the motivational climate can be egotistical and
personally driven, linking to antisocial behaviours (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2010). Here, the
social structures that coaches inhabit (i.e., sporting cultures and environments) appear to
determine their ideologies and philosophies (Cushion & Jones, 2014). Coach Johnson
referred to egos and the need to win to progress their coaching career in professional football
and how it influences behaviour:
Almost everything you can think of based around ego... Self-centred, single-minded.
It's all driven around the ego. Those particular coaches that I consider, you can tell
that every decision they make, every action they make, is based off emotion and
where they want to get to, not what's best [for the athlete] ... a poor performance is an

attack on their own ego. They value winning... In an interview like this, they could
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393 tell you what the right behaviour is but when it's impacting where they think they're
394 going to get to in their career they struggle with it.

395  This can be explained by previous work which shows that in competitive environments, team
396  members can oppose shared organizational goals to advance their own careers and team

397  positions (Thompson et al., 2015). This is possibly due to the uncertainty and ambiguity of
398  professional football, whereby individuals are often employed on limited tenure and as a
399  result deal with such insecurities with maladaptive coping techniques (Roderick, 2006).

400  Moral Conflict

401 Moral conflict consisted of two lower-order themes; coping, and the professional
402  football context. The former refers to how coaches tried to justify and cope with their moral
403  conflicts and behaviours, such as ‘bending values’ and ‘breaking rules’. The professional
404  football context incorporated cognitive, behavioural, and environmental factors that led

405  coaches to feel conflicted in their roles. One conflict stressed by coaches was that they

406  perceived a battle between their personal values and their organizational demands, as

407  Atkinson suggests: “I think you maybe have a morality struggle... when you're trying to
408  think about what it is that the organization wants you to do but also how you want to be

409  working.” This demonstrates how a coach’s moral values (cognitive) are strained by the

410  professional context of football (environment), as coaches can disagree with the values they
411 have to transmit and that they find the demands of competition (the need to win), hard to
412 balance with the teaching (behaviour) of values (Pelaez et al., 2016). Such strain on moral
413 values may be explained from an organizational stress perspective (Arnold & Fletcher, 2012),
414  whereby the external expectations placed on coaches from hierarchy (environment) can

415  create management inconsistencies (behavioural) due to stress (cognitive), and lead coaches
416  to accept less exemplary behaviours: “I suppose it means maintaining that [morals and

417 values] whilst being competitive. You want to win in the right way... We want to be
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competitive, and we want to win, but not at all costs” (Norman).

After probing, Norman stated that breaking the rules (i.e., cheating) to win would be
classed as “winning at all costs” but “not in the right way”. Once more, this suggests that
antisocial behaviours such as cheating is apparent when there is a need to win performance
climate (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2010). Cheating was explained as ‘playing outside of the
rules’: ““I think the rules are the rules of the game and they're open to interpretation but there's
other things, those would be outside that interpretation, and | wouldn't be happy to win in that
manner as an individual.” For Norman, it suggested a reluctance for football coaches to
function at the lowest level of moral reasoning as behaviours such as “handballs” and
“diving” were described as cheating and outside the boundaries of fair play. However,
Norman also suggested that the rules of the game are “open to interpretation” which could be
considered as euphemistic labelling, a form of moral disengagement (Boardley & Kavussanu,
2007), whereby coaches select such language to guise their actions. Similarly, Connolly also
displayed moral disengagement features when discussing his players diving:

If you do get a bit of a nudge, you do feel almost like you've got to go down to win

the free kick at times, so there is that element of well, if other people are going to do

it, you feel like sometimes you've got to join that. It's wrong, but... you know you'll
near enough get a free kick and you don't want to feel like you're getting penalized
and losing out, so | think players take that on board.
Here, Connolly tries to justify his team’s antisocial behaviour via displacement of
responsibility (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2007) as he states that due to opposition behaviour,
they feel it is socially acceptable to adopt the same behaviours that they would not usually
contemplate due to feeling penalized if they do not. Furthermore, Connolly appears to
demonstrate moral conflict in the sense that personal moral values can become disregarded:

| had an example where the team had the Christmas do, a lad came back in, and he'd
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broke his arm and he'd got a cut on his head, he’d clearly got into trouble. He was
telling me that he had fallen down these railings... That was difficult because |
obviously questioned his morality there. | think if you're going to actually get into that
position, 1 am of the opinion that, right, you've got to man up and face it and say look,
“l got into this scrap.” Whatever it was. This is what happened, whereas he was trying
to pull wool over my eyes. It was pretty obvious and at the time, how did | deal with
that? Because it was over the Christmas period and we had so many games coming
up, I kind of just, not ignored it but he could not really play so there was almost-- |
guess it was a punishment there for him and | just let that go without questioning him
too much for the good of the group.
In this example, Connolly referred to physical fighting as being ‘antisocial” but would ignore
said behaviour “for the good of the group”, by not creating team, and more so, coach-athlete
conflict. Therefore, this suggests that coach values and standards are not fixed and can be
adjusted given the situation and context as Connolly previously stated, “I am big on honesty”,
yet in the aforementioned example the player was dishonest and not punished, stressing the
complex contexts coaches will face and the decisions they must make in relation to moral
value conflicts (Pelaez et al., 2016). As Bandura (1991) argued, consequences of actions are
more important than the intentions of people in determining whether behaviours are
considered unacceptable. In this light, the coach may conclude that the behaviours are benign
because the consequences for players, coach, and the team are not particularly severe.
However, when the game outcome or team dynamics are negatively affected, this then might
be the line where coaches deem behaviours to be unacceptable and intervene. This could
explain why the coach avoided conflict as it serves to benefit their perception of job security,
due to fear of punishments from hierarchy for reprimanding key players.

Recommendations for Creating and Managing a Moral Atmosphere
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The recommendations presented here are in relation to strategies and ideas coaches
provided, for creating and managing a conducive team moral atmosphere. The higher-order
themes generated from this general dimension were psychological safety and interventions.
Psychological Safety

The need for psychological safety was generated from the data due to asking coaches
how they create and manage a moral atmosphere. Coaches refer to interventions they desire,
but cannot alone implement, therefore requiring action from an organizational level. As a
result, two lower-order themes were created: job security and communication. Firstly,
coaches spoke about the need for psychological safety in relation to job security:

The problems tend to lie with people not feeling safe within their role... One thing

that football really lacks probably is either psychological safety or security at times. ..

| had that pressure and it is tough. When you're thinking, “I've got a mortgage, I've got

two kids, I could lose my job here” (Johnson).
Coinciding with previous work (Bentzen et al., 2020) coaches referred to psychological and
job insecurity in their roles and that a moral atmosphere would be created on the basis that
coaches are allowed time to develop and feel safe and secure in their roles; a basic
psychological need (e.g., security). The current insecurity, as Phillips described, may cause
some coaches to “bend their values” and adopt antisocial behaviours such as cheating, to win,
so that they can stay in a job and support their family:

They've got to look after themselves, their family, their life. That threat becomes

really difficult. I mean, ‘short-termism’ in football will push people to do desperate

things. I think it'll push people to bend their values... to stay in the game or stay alive.
Phillips appeared to demonstrate moral disengagement, more specifically euphemistic
labelling (Boardley & Kavussanu, 2007) by justifying the “bending of values” to look after

themselves (e.g., maintaining job), their family (e.g., earning money to provide) and their
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lives (e.g., financial stability). Thus, coaches’ core moral values can become conflicted
depending on the context they find themselves in. This can lead to the action of antisocial
behaviours, which are justified through the maladaptive coping mechanism of moral
disengagement, where coaches deviate from their values. Potentially, this explains why many
coaches are continuously in a moral conflict within their job role, due to football’s ‘win at all
costs’ context. This performance context has shown to impact coaches’ feelings towards job
security and overall wellbeing (Bentzen et al., 2020). As a result, it could be argued that the
existence of some antisocial behaviour is not merely due to egotistical personal success, but
for self-preservation: “Football... it's everything I detest in life in terms of, the bitching, the
back-stabbing, all the stuff that goes on for the self-preservation” (Dickinson). This echoes
the work of Thompson et al. (2015) in professional football whereby colleagues would betray
others to succeed. Consequently, organizations should acknowledge that increased job
security can improve mental health, motivation, and efficiency of coaches, whereas job
insecurity can lead to ill-being, burnout (Bentzen et al., 2020) and dishonest acts. Coaches
here, alluded to colleagues acting “dishonestly for fear of losing jobs”, for example avoiding
conflicts of opinion that may result in termination of contracts, which relates to the lower-
order theme of communication. This was prevalent as coaches found that desired
communication pathways were not followed, and this caused conflict within the team:
The captain had a direct line to the chairman, that's just not right. You're completely
undermining the manager... there's a hierarchy of how things get dealt with... it's just
like any lot of work. You report to your line manager. The head coach... You know
there's a process to everything. That's the same [for] football as far as I'm concerned.
So that kind of happened and I didn't like it (Dickinson).
Communication failures, lack of clarity, role conflicts and role ambiguity can lead to staff

dissatisfaction and disruption within a club (Nesti et al., 2012). Therefore, clear club
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communication is of importance for creating a moral atmosphere as the group (i.e., team)
need a shared understanding (Kavussanu & Hodge, 2019). As a result, coaches should aim to
build rapport, effective communication and aligned expectations with superiors and
colleagues to reduce job insecurities (Cho & Lee, 2021). Through effective club
communication, it could be argued that what many coaches referred to as “short-termism” in
football would be reduced due to more collaborative aims and objectives, which may reduce
organisational stress (Rumbold et al., 2018), ill-being, job insecurity (Bentzen et al., 2020)
and the prevalence of antisocial coach behaviours due to self-preservation.
Interventions

Interventions refer to the recommended strategies and practices which clubs and
fellow coaches implement to create a conducive moral atmosphere. Interventions were
divided into intra-club and inter-club, such that some were recommended to be
operationalized internally within the club environment and others externally. For example,
while coaches stressed the importance of coach, player, and parent education, Wroot felt that
training and qualifications do not mirror the coaching environment, suggesting that reflection
in education has lost meaning and application (Cushion, 2018):

We can talk about a reflective cycle... a 30-minute workshop on a coaching course in

a classroom doesn't necessarily reflect what the coach may be doing on a day to day

basis... I think it's something that coach education may need to have a look at.
Therefore, coaches suggested several alternative inter-club management interventions, such
as “player home visits” to promote a moral atmosphere: “Coaches now go and visit all the
players at their home at the start of the season. Just to go into their environment to get some
context” (Johnson). Home visits were mainly in relation to academy players, as this was a
way for coaches to interact with parents and to assess their values and daily interactions. To

this end, research has shown the importance of building parental trust and transparency, as it
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is paramount for clubs to invest time in attempting to fully harness the potential of other
influential stakeholders (e.g., parents; Mills et al., 2014) as they can additionally act as social
moral educators for the athletes.

In addition to home visits, inter-club reflection was discussed in relation to sharing
best practice and educating others after a game. In line with research, coaches appeared to
advocate in-depth, reflective discussions about common moral issues they experience (Pelaez
et al., 2016). Norman suggested that creating opportunities for inter-club reflection could be
particularly beneficial to improve coaches’ self-awareness of their behaviours after games:

Get the coaches together from different clubs at the end of the game and have a real

frank conversation about why they do what they do... That might raise self-awareness

and that might improve those interactions week to week... You learn and you're doing

stuff off of their environment. You go “f*****g hell that’s a good idea, why didn’t we

do that” and you put it [integrate the idea] into your [club] environment (Norman).
Norman continued that this collaborative, reflective practice could be encouraged as an
alternative to traditional methods endorsed by coach development programs, where reflection
is typically implemented at an individual, rather than group-level.

Can we as adults have more conversation around how we support... and what game

day looked like? Can we do that afterwards and say, “Do you know that you were

shouting and screaming at the ref?”, and they'll go, “No, | wasn't.” | said, “Yes...
when they were offside, you were shouting and screaming.” Then they might drive
home on the bus, and think “F*****g hell | need to work on that” (Norman).
This therefore could help promote moral behaviour, self-awareness, and address the
limitations of reflecting in the “classroom”, which disassociates coaches from their everyday
tasks and environments, resulting in a decontextualized process (Ciampolini et al., 2019).

By contrast, a recommended intra-club intervention was the coach acting as a role
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model: “I don't want my players complaining and whining to the referee. | don't want them
cheating, so I can't do it myself... I think it's important to role model... 100 percent got to
live by what you believe in” (Heald). Coaches in the present study stressed encouraging an
atmosphere that promotes prosocial behaviours and deters antisocial behaviours through their
own actions. Furthermore, coaches addressed the importance of encouraging player
autonomy as it promotes adaptive functioning, self-governance, and internal endorsement of
one’s actions (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Coaches stated that they promoted autonomy as they
want players to ‘self-police’: I also like to get the players to self-regulate, if they spot a
player that's not adhering to some behaviour... the players self-police that, they register that,
they address it themselves in the appropriate way” (Wroot). To self-police, players need to
take ownership when enforcing the club’s code of conduct and expectations amongst others.
Six of the eight coaches addressed the use of codes of conduct at their clubs: “It's around how
you reflect those values. For the players, they have a code of conduct. They have particular
values or behaviours that we expect to see. Just things like shaking hands, engaging with
visitors, treating [people] with respect” (Johnson).

Research suggests codes of conduct improve the ethical climate of clubs and those
processes such as self-policing and whistleblowing are vital in aiding in this process
(Constandt et al., 2019). It should be noted that intra-club recommendations are not without
challenge, given that professional football often fosters a culture of organizational silence,
whereby players are reluctant to voice their concerns for fear of the impact it might have on
their career progression (Parker & Manley, 2016). Therefore, clear expectations and
standards should be outlined from the start along with support for ‘whistleblowers’
(Constandt et al., 2019). However, this can be further complicated as the present study
demonstrated, because of the stress coaches place on ‘club intra-unity’:

I'd just ensure that everyone role modelled it [code of conduct], all the staff at all
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times. That's the hard bit. Because if all staff don't buy-in, why would all the players
buy-in? | would have every single coach and every single staff buy-in to it and live it
and breathe it every single day in everything that they do. If you do that [role model],
the players will do it (Phillips).
Coaches stated the importance of “singing from the same page”, “all living and breathing it”
and have a “collective line in the sand”, all of which referred to the signing of an agreed
internal social contract between the organization and its members (Constandt et al., 2019).
Phillips continued that if this synergy did not occur, they would initially look to “staff
education”, and if this failed would seek to recruit “the right people”, signalling towards
those who have the same values and morals:
It's a workshop with the coaches. I'm a firm believer of helping to change the staff, or
change the staff. For me, | think there has to be a point where we say, “Listen, we've
tried to make this work with you for long enough, but we need to get someone else in.
We need to get the right people in.” The more of the right people you have on the bus,
the better. There has to be education, and [coaching staff] have to be given examples
of how to do things. “This is how we'll role model this”. But, eventually, if they
[coaching staff] don't buy-in to it, then we need to get somebody in who will.
This emphasizes that clubs and coaches should look for synergy amongst staff to create and
manage a moral atmosphere that has collective values and norms. Coaches alluded to ‘aligned
recruitment’ being of utmost importance to establish a successful team environment. Thus,
during the recruitment processes, potential employees should be evaluated against the current
club values and norms. However, some coaches may have no influence on recruitment,
highlighting the importance of rapport and communication with hierarchical figures in
professional football (Cho & Lee, 2020), so that recruitment is congruent with club workings.

Conclusions for Applied Practice, Limitations and Future Directions
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Explorative research aiming to develop coaches’ understanding of morality and moral
atmosphere is limited. To our knowledge, this is the first qualitative paper that explores
morality and the moral atmosphere from the perspective of English male professional,
football coaches. It should also be noted, whilst coaches offered a multitude of
recommendations and interventions, every club will operate and be influenced differently due
to the situational context they find themselves in. Nonetheless, the current sample of English
professional football coaches have offered consistent accounts of interventions (e.g.,
promoting a range of social moral values, role modelling behaviour, implementing a code of
conduct, aligned recruitment, club intra-unity, inter-club reflection, psychological and job
security, clear club communication, home visits and self-policing), suggesting that such
guiding principles could be implemented to help create and manage a moral atmosphere. One
way to promote and incentivize said guiding principles could be to educate coaches on the
team outcome benefits of improving the moral atmosphere, such as increased effort, team
cohesion and player commitment (Kavussanu & Hodge, 2019; Pizzi & Stanger, 2020).
Furthermore, given that coaches demonstrated moral disengagement tendencies, which were
considered a maladaptive coping strategy, it is recommended that coaches aim to be reflective
and honest with how they conduct themselves and view morality (Shigeno et al., 2021). This
could be achieved via the inter-club reflection intervention offered previously, by building
upon the work of Peléez et al. (2016) and following the insights of our coaches interviewed.
We would recommend that a form of educational, reflective networking takes place, where
active reflection and sharing best practice occurs through coach discourse after or in between
training and match schedules. Such an intervention has the potential to develop coach self-
awareness of behaviours and contexts that may place morality at risk, as well as develop
overall coaching practice by harnessing a greater awareness and understanding of morality

through coach networking and open discussion. In addition, a novel finding of the study was
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in relation to self-preservation as a probable reason behind the occurrence of antisocial
behaviour. It is well established that the performance climate strongly influences moral
climates (Kavussanu & Al-Yaaribi, 2019), but it appears that job insecurity may also result in
the occurrence of such behaviours (e.g., belittling and screaming at players, cheating by
encouraging diving, pressuring referees), through fear of losing job roles when results and
performances are poor. As a result, we suggest that future work aims to investigate the
relationship between job security and moral functioning in professional football coaches.

Although the present study targeted a hard-to-reach sample and added to the field of
research by sharing their experiences of morality and providing applied recommendations,
the study is not without limitations. Firstly, all coaches were of similar cultural and ethnic
origin (e.g., white male British), therefore it would be beneficial to explore the aims of the
current study with a culturally and ethnically diverse sample. In doing so, this would collate
varied perspectives and experiences of morality to help develop understanding of its
complexities on a wider scale, possibly opening the avenue for sharing of moral best practice
and education internationally. Therefore, we recommend that research is conducted into
whether coach morality perspectives differ for females, as well as internationally and/or
culturally within professional football, as sports, particularly of western influence are
sometimes oblivious of non-western voices (Morgan 1997), in this case, their views and
perspectives on sport morality need representing. Secondly, future work could implement the
suggested guiding principles and measure club morality over a season (e.g., longitudinally) to
observe if moral functioning improves over time.

Overall, the current study has accessed a hard-to-reach sample in professional football
coaches and has harnessed their rich qualitative accounts to create practical guiding
principles. These principles could aid clubs and coaches in creating and managing conducive

moral atmospheres, which are suggested to improve team performance and functioning.
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Table 1
Sample Characteristics of the Professional Football Coaches’
Coach Citizenship  Position Players coached Qualifications Contract  Club Level
Connolly  England First team manager First team seniors UEFA Alicense  Paid full- EFL
time Championship
Dickinson  England Assistant first team First team seniors UEFA Alicense  Paid full- EFL
manager time Championship
Phillips England Head of academy First team seniors and UEFA A license  Paid full- EFL
coaching professional club and Advanced time Championship
academy players Youth Award
Under 17°s-21’s
Atkinson England Development phase Professional club UEFA B license  Paid full- EPL
coach academy players and Advanced time
Under 12°s-17’s Youth Award
Johnson England Lead youth phase Professional club UEFA Alicense  Paid full- EPL
coach academy players and Advanced time
Under 12’s-17’s Youth Award
Norman England Development phase Professional club UEFA Alicense  Paid full- EPL
coach academy players and Advanced time
Under 13’s-17’sand  Youth Award
international youth
players
Wroot England Lead development Professional club UEFA Alicense  Paid full- EPL
phase coach academy players and Advanced time
Under 18’s Youth Award
Heald England Lead development Professional club UEFA Alicense  Paid full- EFL
phase coach academy players and Advanced time Championship

Under 16’s-18’s

Youth Award

Note. EPL = English Premier League | EFL = English Football League
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848  Figurel
849  Interrelated Thematic Map of Coaches’ Experiences of Morality and Recommendations for Creating
850  and Managing a Moral Atmosphere in Professional English Football.
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