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This article aimed to gain an understanding of the process of debriefing during major competitions in 

elite team sports. Debrief interviews were conducted with 9 head coaches. The interview data were used 

to identify how head coaches divided up the tasks given to staff and team members prior to, and during 

the post-match debriefing. Results showed that debriefing consisted of two steps: preparation and 

presentation. Preparation referred to four successive tasks. Presentation to the team of players consisted 

of eight tasks relating to transformational and transactional styles of leadership. Coaches were shown to 

divide the labor within the staff and team. The data tend to support the view that in elite team sports, 

coaches are both transformational and transactional leaders, adapting their style of leadership to the 

situation, athletes and time available. This study provides insights into the task-work and team-work 

underlying team functioning and division of labor. 

 
 

 

 
1. Introduction 

 
In sports, debriefing is defined as a discussion between the 

coach and athlete that is conducted after a competition, with the 

aim of achieving positive changes and improvements in the 

following competition (Hogg, 1998). It concerns both performance 

assessment and athletes' development. Successful debriefing was 

shown to aid learning, motivation, confidence, psychological and 

emotional recovery, and self-awareness (Gould et al., 1999; Hogg, 

1998, 2002; Milne et al., 1999). It also enables teams to improve 

performance, decrease negative emotional effects, and foster 

coacheathlete relationships (Hogg, 2002; McArdle et al., 2010). 

During successful debriefing, participants reflect on positive and 

negative components of performance, taking into account tech- 

nical, tactical, physical and mental aspects (Hogg, 1998). For these 

reasons, it is essential to debrief athletes after an important 

competition (Hogg, 1998, 2002; McArdle et al., 2010). 

Debriefing appears to be a complex process consisting of many 

components: (a) self-reflection by the coach and athlete in order to 
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explain what went well and badly; (b) information and vision 

sharing between the coach and athlete; (c) identification of the 

need for change regarding technique, strategy, physical and mental 

preparedness; and (d) goal setting and goal adaptation (Hogg, 

2002). Debriefing appears to be a constrained exercise that is 

conducted by the coach under specific conditions: (a) environment 

(e.g., quiet place); (b) time (e.g., available time); (c) resources used 

(e.g., video); and (d) individual or group (McArdle et al., 2010). The 

coach plays a key role consisting of encouraging the athlete to self- 

assess as well as giving the athlete feedback to help him/her to 

progress (e.g., Rees et al., 2012). The coach has to guide the athlete 

to perceive his/her own potential and limits in order to improve or 

maintain his/her self-confidence and achieve his/her goals (Hogg, 

1998). He/she guides the athlete to provide him/her feedbacks as 

well as he/she provides athlete feedbacks in order to understand 

what happened and why. He/she also gives athlete instructions 

about how to achieve positive issues if they encounter such situa- 

tions again (Hogg, 2002). Even though debriefing is a popular 

psychological and tactical tool in sports, few attempts have been 

made to explore the ways coaches prepare for debriefing athletes. 

Some have examined the debriefing process from the perspec- 

tive of coaching (e.g., Macquet, 2009; Omodei et al., 1998). Athletes 

were shown a video of their performance during a competition. 

They were encouraged to comment on their focus, perceptions, 
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thoughts, and judgments as they made decisions and how they 

assessed their decision effectiveness. Their comments were then 

used to highlight self-reflection, including foci and perception (e.g., 

Omodei et al., 1998), decisions (e.g., Macquet, 2009; Macquet and 

Fleurance, 2007; Macquet and Kragba, 2015), and performance 

(Macquet et al., 2012). Such studies showed that video assists the 

recall of athletes' experiences during competitions, and allowed 

researchers, coaches and athletes to access some of the thoughts 

athletes had during their performance, to understand what went 

well or badly as well as the likely causes. These studies all focused 

on the debriefing of individuals. They did not report on how to 

debrief a group in relation to the roles of individuals, their com- 

petencies in-game, or their concentration and attention skills 

during debriefing and so on. 

Beyond sport settings, other researchers have debriefed small 

groups engaged in natural and dynamic environments. Such envi- 

ronments are similar to elite team sports environments as they 

presents high stakes outcomes, important time pressures and un- 

certain environments. For example, Mitchells (1983) developed a 

technique called Critical Incident Stress Debriefing, for use in 

debriefing small groups of firefighters, paramedics and law 

enforcement officers. Mitchells calls debriefing following life- 

threatening or traumatic situations “psychological first aid”. The 

debriefing interview consists of explaining what happened and 

what people felt, thought and did during the situation. Such dis- 

cussions have preventative effects, as debriefed individuals tend to 

be less depressed, angry and stressed than their non-debriefed 

colleagues (Bohl, 1991). 

These studies of Mitchells (1983) and Bohl (1991) highlighted 

the psychological benefits of debriefing on individuals. Neverthe- 

less, they did not discuss what individuals should do in the future if 

they encounter such critical situations again. Moreover, to our 

knowledge, no studies have focused on debriefing in team sports 

during major competitions, namely, continental and world cham- 

pionships, and the Olympic Games. Major  competitions  present 

intense time pressure, high stakes, and uncertainty. In these com- 

petitions, coaches and athletes have only a short time to debrief. 

Our experience on high level sport and discussions with French 

team sport coaches tells us that coaches favor a collective 

debriefing taking place several hours after or the day following the 

match. They also conduct individual debriefings with some players 

and semi-collective debriefings involving players  with  the  same 

role within the team. Furthermore, national coaches work within a 

group of staff who each have different roles and tasks, including 

tactical work (i.e., head coaches (HC), assistant coaches (AC), and 

video coaches (VC), and medics (i.e., doctor and physiotherapist)). 

As a collective, they undertake a collaborative work: they pursue 

the same main goals (e.g., Annett and Stanton, 2000), namely 

debriefing athletes and prepare them for winning major competi- 

tions. They can succeed or fail as a whole. To our knowledge, no 

study has shown how the staff are organized to debrief players, or 

how a team of players is debriefed. This research focuses on the way 

the HCs of elite team sports use their experience to debrief a team 

of players in major competitions. 

Research into expert coaches has shown that experts have the 

ability to identify what novice coaches do not. They provide ath- 

letes better feedbacks about possible causes of what happened and 

better solutions to the problems athletes are facing (e.g., Horton 

and Deakin, 2008). They also spend much more time providing 

information about tactics, than technique, and use their time more 

productively than non experts. Coaches need to be aware of the 

work-to-rest ratios that enable athletes to recover between practice 

sessions. They also need to create a climate of trust, consideration, 

and high expectations when they organize the team-work (e.g., 

Horton et al., 2005). 

Some studies have shown that coaches behave like leaders in 

organizing their team (e.g., Fletcher and Arnold, 2011). Leadership 

has been conceptualized as a set of behaviors and leadership 

styles belonging to an individual (e.g., Bass, 1999; House, 1996; 

Lewin et al., 1939). Styles may be dictatorial, autocratic, partici- 

pative or laissez faire (Lewin et al., 1939), directive, supportive, 

participative or achievement-oriented (House, 1996), and trans- 

actional or transformational (e.g., Bass, 1999; Bass et al., 2003). 

Bass (1999) and Bass et al. (2003) showed that transformational 

leaders motivate followers to go beyond their self-interest for the 

greater good, to achieve team goals and emphasize followers' 

sense of value, self-worth, and confidence by being attentive to 

followers and expressing followers their own beliefs. Trans- 

formational leadership consists of four dimensions: (a) idealized 

influence e the leader fosters trust and respect among others and 

serves as mentor to followers; (b) inspired vision e the leader 

fosters motivation and high expectations, and energizes followers 

to achieve their goals; (c) intellectual stimulation e the leader 

incites followers to be creative by questioning and challenging 

them; and (d) individualized consideration e the leader answers 

the personal and psychological needs of followers. Transactional 

leadership is concerned with leader behavior that focused around 

rewarding appropriate follower behaviors (i.e., contingent rein- 

forcement) and punishment or corrective orientated leader be- 

haviors (i.e., passive and active management by exception; e.g., 

Arthur et al., 2011). Transactional leaders prefer avoiding risk, 

focus on time constraints and efficiency and try to maintain 

control on followers. This theory of leadership style is well-suited 

to study the leadership styles sport coaches adopt while debrief- 

ing their athletes. 

Research in leadership indicates that the leader organizes the 

way the work must be done by the team. He/she organizes the 

team-work. Research in leadership in sport setting has focused on: 

(a) leadership styles (e.g., Fletcher and Arnold, 2011; Rowold, 2006; 

Vidic and Burton, 2011); (b) the effects of transformational lead- 

ership style on intrinsic motivation (Charbonneau et al., 2001) and 

well-being (Stenling and Tafvelin, 2014); and (c) the role of athlete 

narcissism in moderating the relationship between coaches' 

transformational leadership and athlete motivation (Arthur et al., 

2011). It has not studied how the HCs debrief a team of athletes 

in elite team sports. The current study aimed to gain a better un- 

derstanding of the process of debriefing in elite team sports, during 

major competitions including intense time pressure and high 

stakes. More specifically, it aimed to explain what tasks are carried 

out to debrief athletes during major competitions as well as the 

division of labor between staff. 

 
2. Method 

 
2.1. Participants 

 
Nine HCs volunteered to participate in this study (seven men 

and two women). The criteria used to select them included being 

HC of national senior sport teams' of male or female players and 

having participated in major competitions. Four of the teams had 

previously won medals in continental and world championships 

and/or the Olympic Games. Coaches work with their national team 

for specific and short periods during the year in order to prepare for 

the major competitions. HCs were given pseudonyms to provide 

some degree of confidentiality (HC1 to HC9). Participants included 

HCs of volleyball, basketball, handball, and field and ice hockey 

teams. They ranged in age from 34 to 60 years (M = 46.5 years, 

SD = 8 years) and each had more than two years of experience with 

national teams, except HC6 and HC7, who were novice national HCs 

but had participated in the qualifying major competitions for the 



  

 

 

London Olympic Games. The study was approved by a local ethics 

committee. 

 
2.2. Data collection 

 
In order to collect rich data to portray complex human experi- 

ences (Per€akyla€ and Ruusuviori, 2011), a qualitative design 

was adopted in this study. This design is well-suited to exploring 

the 

process used by individual working in natural settings such as 

coaches debriefing athletes in elite team sports during major 

competitions. It focuses on the early stages of the scientific method. 

It enables to understand phenomena such as the debriefing process 

in elite team sports. It also allows in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon of interest, particularly when access to participants is 

limited (Klein, 2013). 

To understand how HCs debriefed a team under intense time 

pressure and high stakes, HCs were interviewed about their prac- 

tice  in  continental  and  world  major  competitions.  Such  major 

competitions take place over a 2-week period, with a match every 

one or two days. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

each HC separately. They were conducted during three weeks and 

five months following such major competitions, depending on HCs' 

availability. Interviews conducted several months after the major 

competitions were with the most experienced HCs in major com- 

petitions. HCs were asked to explain how, when and with whom 

they prepared their debriefings and debriefed athletes. The inter- 

viewer  used  specific  prompts  to  encourage  the  participant  to 

described  the  way  he/she  prepared  and  presented  debriefing  to 

players (e.g., What kind of information did you take into account to 

prepare for your debriefing? What did you expect from players?). 

Interviews  were  conducted  by  one  person  (the  lead  author), 

who had already conducted such interviews in previous studies. 

The full interviews were recorded and then transcribed. They lasted 

between 1 h 30 min and 2 h 39 min (M = 1 h 58 min; SD = 25 min). 

 
2.3. Data processing 

 
Data processing comprised four steps. The first one was done 

using a comparative method (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). This 

method aims to identify participants' main concern and how they 

manage it. The core questions the researcher continuously asks are: 

“What's going on?” and “What are they doing when they prepare 

the debriefing?” The method consists of generating concepts that 

explain the way individuals cope with the tasks to be carried out, 

regardless of time and place. Concepts are generated from inductive 

and deductive analysis. In the present study, the method aimed to 

model the debriefing process used by HCs of elite team sports 

during major competitions. Interview transcripts were divided into 

meaningful units regarding the tasks done or organized by the HCs 

(i.e., concerns). The properties of these meaningful units were 

compared and classified into first order categories  according  to 

their common features. Each category was labeled and their 

properties defined. As the data analysis proceeded, two other levels 

of interpretation emerged from a comparison between properties 

of categories (i.e., core concepts, see Table 1 and Fig. 1). Two re- 

searchers analyzed the verbal reports separately. The data were 

constantly compared until saturation was reached, which occurred 

when no more new categories emerged from the data. Saturation 

was reached during the processing of the eighth interview. After 

each step, the researchers compared their results and discussed any 

initial disagreement until consensus was reached. The reliability of 

the coding procedure was assessed with Bellack's agreement rate 

(Von Someren et al., 1994). The initial agreement rate for the 

identification and categorization of the meaningful units was 92% 

which exceeds the desired reliability threshold. A total of 441 

meaningful units were identified and classified into 14 first order 

categories. 

In the second step, researchers assessed the frequencies of each 

category reported by HCs and compared them. They also assessed 

the ratio concerned with the frequencies of tasks reported by HCs 

in relation to each of the two highest levels of interpretation (i.e., 

see Table 2). 

In the third step, the task identified was compared within the 

categories for transformational and transactional leadership styles 

(Bass, 1999; Bass et al., 2003). Each task was categorized within 

either the dimensions of the transactional leadership style, namely 

rewarding followers behaviors and punishment or corrective 

orientated leader behaviors, or within the four dimensions of the 

transformational leadership style, namely, (a) idealized influence; 

(b) inspiring vision; (c) intellectual stimulation; and (e) individu- 

alized consideration. 

In the fourth step, they total the frequency of each kind of task 

related to transformational or transactional leadership styles was 

summed for each HC and the corresponding ratio to demonstrate 

micro-styles of leadership among HCs calculated. 

 
3. Results 

 
The core concepts to emerge from the analysis pertaining to 

debriefing   were   preparation   and   presentation.   Each   concept 

 

Table 1 

Examples of meaningful units, first, second and third order categories. 

 

Third order 

categories 

 

Second order 

categories 

 

First order categories Meaningful units 

Debriefing 

preparation 

Preparation of video material “The VC records the match and sequences it by game areas. 

So I can analyze the entire match or sequenced match”. HC 2  

Assessment of own 

team's game 

Efficiency of game plan and plan implementation “I analyze whether they respect the game plan”. HC 4  

Possible causes of players' good and poor 

performance in different game areas 

“We should have succeeded in this play. I watch players to 

see their timing and coordination with partners to 

understand what went wrong”. HC 2  

Areas of improvement for the following match “We lost many balls at the center of the pitch. We must 

tell players to pay more attention to this area”. HC 8 

Discussion with the staff and lead players about the game assessment “I need information from all my staff because players don't 

tell me important things that they tell the assistant or 

physiotherapist”. HC 4  

Development of material to present the game assessment to players “I choose three or four meaningful game sequences. 

I choose an offensive game sequence and two defensive 

sequences”. HC 7  

Debriefing 

presentation 

Transactional 

leadership style 

Acknowledgment of players' work and reward “We congratulate a player who worked well, or faced 

difficulties in order to encourage her”. HC 9  
 

 



  

 

 

 
 

Fig. 1.  Model of the debriefing process in elite team sports. 

 
contained a set of sub-tasks: four for the debriefing preparation and 

eight for the debriefing presentation. An overall model of the 

debriefing process is presented in Fig. 1. 

 
3.1. Debriefing preparation 

 
Before debriefing a team of players, all HCs prepared exactly 

what they wanted to say and show team. Preparing the debriefing 

enabled coaches to save time for the players' physical and mental 

recovery. Coaches tried to provide players information solely about 

critical situations and what individuals should do in the future if 

they encounter the same situations. The main part of the prepa- 

ration consisted of analyzing the efficiency of players' actions, be- 

haviors and attitudes during the game, using a video of the match. 

It aimed to assess the team's game and highlight some important 

information to team relating to contrast between what players did 

and should do. Results showed debriefings were collaborative 

work. In each case, all the staff were involved in preparing 

debriefings, including HC, AC, VC, doctor and physiotherapist. All 

HCs managed the debriefing, giving each member specific tasks and 

roles. Four main tasks were elicited: (a) preparation of video ma- 

terial; (b) assessment of own team's game; (c) discussion with staff 

and lead players about the game assessment; and (d) development 

of material to present the game assessment to players. Each task 

was undertaken by specific persons nominated by the HC. 

Firstly, HCs reported that the VC prepared the video material. 

He/she recorded a video of the game or obtained one from the 

major competitions organizer or opponents' team VC, and then 

sequenced it according to the game areas (e.g., turnovers). VCs used 

specific software to sequence the video and produce statistics on 



  

 

 

Table 2 

Frequencies of tasks according to HCs, and their ratio. 
 

Second order categories First order categories C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7 C8 C9 n R 
Third order categories: debriefing preparation            
Preparation of video material 2 3 3 5 3 6 3 4 2 31 .14 
Assessment of own team's game     Efficiency of game plan and plan implementation 8 9 2 3 1 8 5 3 1 50 .22 

Possible causes of players 'good and poor performance in different game areas 5 7 4 4 2 10 11 6 4 53 .23 
Areas of improvement for the following match 2 1 3 1 1 8 10 3 1 30 .12 

Discussion with the staff and lead players about the game assessment 2 3 3 5 2 4 3 7 2 31 .13 
Development of material to present the game assessment to players 4 5 3 1 2 8 5 6 2 36 .16 

Third order categories: debriefing presentation 

Transactional leadership style Acknowledgment of players' work and reward 

 
 

5 

 
 

5 

 
 

1 

 
 

7 

 
 

7 

 
 

7 

 
 

13 

 
 

5 

 
 

3 

 
 

53 

 
 

.25 
Presentation of the assessment of the team's game 9 7 4 4 3 20 35 5 4 91 .44 

Transformational leadership style    Leading players of analysis possible causes of successes, failures and difficulties 2 1 1 1 0 3 1 1 1 11 .05 
Fostering players confidence 0 2 0 2 0 1 0 1 2 8 .04 
Managing substitutes' frustration 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 .02 
During a training session, implement tactics as per the plan from the debriefing 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 3 7 .03 
Take into account players' limited attention and comprehension capacities 1 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 11 .05 
Focus on recovery and the following match 3 2 1 4 8 3 2 2 1 26 .12 

Note: C1 to C9 = HC 1 to HC 9, HC 7 and HC 9 were female HCs, n = frequency of first order category, R = ratio. 

 
achieved and failed individual and collective actions. For example, 

HC 2 said: “The VC records the match and sequences it by game 

areas so I can analyze the entire match or sequenced match.” 

Secondly, the results indicated that HCs and ACs assessed their 

own team's game using the video of the game. Their analysis was 

structured according to (a) efficiency of the game plan and plan 

implementation; (b) possible causes of players' strong and poor 

performance in different game areas; and (c) areas of improvement 

for the following match. Before playing a match, coaches drew up a 

game plan to implement in relation to own team and opponents' 

team strengths, weaknesses, and tendencies. This plan reflected 

what players were required to do to achieve positive outcomes in 

the different game areas. It was prepared from anticipation of the 

opponents' game based on the play during current and previous 

major competitions. If this anticipation was proved wrong, the plan 

might fail and the team would need to change it during the course 

of the game. If it was correct, it might achieve positive outcomes. 

Results showed that in debriefing preparation, HCs assessed the 

appropriateness of the plan according to the opponent team's plan 

and performance in the match, the quality of own team plan 

implementation and the difficulties in implementation. For 

example, HC 4 said: “I analyze whether they respect the game 

plan.” Results showed that HCs reflected on players' strengths and 

weaknesses based on what went well and badly and looked for 

possible causes. For example, HC 4 said: 

“I ask my VC to statistically assess the balance of power between 

the serve and reception, the hit and defense and the block and 

defense. It allows [us] to know where we did well and badly. Is it 

because of poor serves?” 

 

Once the analysis was completed, HCs reflected on areas for 

improvement in the following match. For example, HC 8 said: “We 

lost a lot of balls in the center of the pitch. We must tell players that 

they should pay more attention in this area.” 

Thirdly, HCs discussed the game with ACs, VCs and lead players 

to ensure they agreed with the analysis. They also discussed the 

players' mental and physical fitness with the medical staff. For 

example, HC 7 said: “The physiotherapist sees and massages the 

players. He starts with the injured ones. He then tells me about the 

players: this one feels tired.” 

Fourthly, HCs asked VCs to develop material to present the game 

assessment to the players. They requested that VCs compile footage 

of what players did well and badly (see Fig. 1). For example, HC 1 

said: “I want him to select all plays four [meaning a kind of pattern 

of coordination among players]. I want this one, which is good, and 

also that one, which is unsatisfactory.” 

Results demonstrated that the task most frequently requested 

by HCs was assessment of their own team's game (see Table 2). 

 
3.2. Debriefing presentation 

 
All HCs said that they minimized the length of the debriefing 

presentation in order to allow players the maximum time for re- 

covery. They debriefed players in a quiet room at the hotel, with 

chairs oriented towards a screen and a flip chart, like a classroom. 

Presentations lasted between 10 and 45 min, depending on avail- 

able time before the following match. 

 
3.2.1. Tasks and leadership styles 

Eight tasks were generated from the results data. As data was 

being analyzed, these tasks were then related to two transactional 

and transformational styles (Bass, 1999). The tasks related to 

transactional leadership style were: (a) acknowledgment of 

players' work and reward e in relation to the dimension on 

contingent rewards, and (b) presentation of the assessment of the 

team's game e in relation to the dimension on corrective orientated 

leader behaviors. The tasks related to transformational leadership 

style were: (a) leading player analysis of possible causes of suc- 

cesses, failures and difficulties e in relation to the dimension on 

intellectual stimulation; (b)  fostering players' confidence  e  in 

relation to the dimension on inspiring vision; (c) managing sub- 

stitute frustration; (d) taking into account players' limited attention 

and comprehension capacities; and (e) during a training session, 

implementation of tactics as per the plan from the debriefing e 

these last three tasks are in relation to the dimension on individ- 

ualized consideration; and (f) focus on recovery and the following 

match e in relation to the dimension on inspiring vision. 

Results indicated that all HCs used a transactional leadership 

style. HCs started debriefing teams by  acknowledging which 

players did well and which performed poorly; some HCs rewarded 

players. For example, HC 9 said: “We congratulate a player who 

worked well or faced difficulties, in order to encourage her.” They 

presented the assessment of the team's game. For example, HC 3 

said: “I give them my game analysis. I set performance in relation to 

statistics and actions that went badly” (see Fig. 2). 

HCs were shown to use a transformational leadership style. 

They  encouraged  players  to  analyze  possible  causes  of  their 



  

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Box and Whisker plot of the frequencies of activities in transformational and transactional leadership. 

 

successes, failures and difficulties. For example, HC 6 said: “We ask 

them questions to help them understand why this happened.” They 

fostered players' confidence when players had difficulties and lost 

the match. For example, HC 8 said: “You did your best. You lost 

because they're much better than you. You have to persevere.” 

Players selected for a national team were the best, or one of the best 

players in their club. Each team contains main players and sub- 

stitutes whom role is to replace main players temporarily when 

main players are tired, injured and so on. Consequently, substitutes 

wanted to be a main player instead of being a substitute. According 

to the needs of the team at each moment, HCs selected some 

players to play instead of others. At the end of a match, HCs had to 

manage substitutes' frustration and make them understand that 

the team needed them because they were resources for the team. 

For example, HC 1 said: “I tried to stress each player's role. Sub- 

stitute players are often responsible for the team's level of play; we 

need them. I tell them what I expect them to do.” Results also 

showed that HCs took into account players' limited attention and 

understanding capacities due to the fatigue of players during major 

competitions and differences between players. For example, HC 5 

said: “If you show them a video, drawings and analysis they don't 

understand, it is useless.” During a training session, players 

implemented tactics according to the plan from the debriefing. For 

example, HC 9 said: “We debrief before the training session to allow 

them to put what we said into practice”. Finally, results demon- 

strated that HCs wanted players to move on from the game and 

focus on recovery and the following match. For example, HC 6 said: 

“After this match, we debriefed for 10 min: we congratulated the 

players and focused on the following match.” 

The results did not elicit any tasks in relation to the dimension 

on idealized influence within the transformational leadership style. 

 
 

3.2.2. Tasks, leadership styles and ratios 

The data led to the identification of two kinds of ratio. They were 

related to the frequencies of tasks reported by HCs in relation to 

debriefing preparation (i.e., first kind) and debriefing presentation 

(i.e., second kind). The tasks most frequently reported by HCs were 

presenting the assessment of the team's game, and acknowledg- 

ment of players' work and reward. By adding the frequency of each 

kind of task related to transformational or transactional leadership 

styles for each HC and calculating the corresponding ratio, results 

showed four micro-styles of leadership among HCs (see Table 3). 

Because each coach was partly a transactional and transformational 

leader, these micro-styles enabled to characterize more precisely 

the style of leadership of each coach. These micro-styles have been 

called ‘evens transformational’ (where the ratio of transformational 

and transactional activities was approximately the same), ‘thirds 

transformational’ (where transformational activities were approx- 

imately one-third of total activities),  ‘quarters transformational’ 

(where transformational activities were approximately one-quarter 

of total activities) and ‘twelfths transformational’ (where trans- 

formational activities were approximately one-twelfth of total ac- 

tivities). HCs 6 and 7 were the more junior of the cohort. Three of 

the five HCs demonstrating the leadership micro-style ‘evens 

transformational’ won medals in major competitions. The four HCs 

who won medals with their team displayed the ‘thirds trans- 

formational’ micro-style. This suggest that the ‘evens’ and ‘third’ 

leadership styles are generally associated with more successful 

coaches than the other ratios, which is a point worthy of note from 

the study. 

 

4. Discussion 

 
The results are discussed in relation to two sets of findings 

concerned with collaborative work, coaching and leadership. The 

first concerns the assessment of tactical work undertaken by 

 
 

Table 3 

Frequencies and ratio of activities for transformational and transactional leadership 

styles. 
 

 

Coach Transformational Transactional n Leadership style (by ratio) 

C1 10 (.42) 14 (.58) 24 Evens 
C2 7 (.37) 12 (.63) 19 Thirds 
C3 4 (.44) 5 (.56) 9 Evens 
C4 8 (.42) 11 (.58) 19 Evens 
C5 10 (.50) 10 (.50) 20 Evens 
C6 9 (.24) 27 (.76) 38 Quarters 
C7 4 (.08) 48 (.92) 52 Twelfths 
C8 5 (.33) 10 (.67) 15 Thirds 
C9 8 (.53) 7 (.47) 15 Evens 
n 62 (.30) 147 (.70) 209  
Median 8 11   

Note: numbers in brackets are the ratio, Evens = approximately the same ratio 

between transformational and transactional, Thirds = transformational activities 

were approximately one-third of total activities, Quarters = transformational ac- 

tivities     were      approximately      one-quarter      of      total      activities, 

Twelfths = transformational activities were approximately one-twelfth of total 

activities. 



  

 

 

players during a game, and its implications for the work to be done 

in the following match, namely, the task-work. The second con- 

cerns the work carried out by the staff to enable players to do their 

work, namely, the team-work. 

 
4.1. Assessment of tactical work done by players during a game and 

its implications 

 

Results showed that the staff's main task in preparation for the 

debriefing was assessment of their own team's game during the 

previous match and discussion of it with the players. The findings 

also showed that assessment of their own team's game related to 

the appropriateness of the game plan and the efficiency of its 

implementation, as well as the analysis of possible causes of good 

and poor performance. These assessments were supplemented by 

the areas for improvement in the following match, namely, what 

needed to be undertaken in order to maintain or improve perfor- 

mance and what could be expected from players in the following 

match. This suggests that debriefing is a process that is oriented 

towards both the past and the future. Debriefing appears to be a 

reflective and constructive process that is anchored in athletes' 

learning and development, consistent with Hogg's (1998, 2002), 

and McArdle et al.'s (2010) results. This also suggests that in team 

sports, debriefing starts with the game assessment made by the 

staff and lead players (i.e., debriefing preparation) and then con- 

tinues with a discussion with all players, led by the HC (debriefing 

presentation). Preparation for the debrief resulted in time being 

saved for the discussion with players. It also meant the discussion 

could focus on three or four main problems that occurred during 

the game. These results are inconsistent with previous results on 

debriefing, which suggested that discussions involved only a coach 

and athlete (Hogg, 1998, 2002; McArdle et al., 2010). To our 

knowledge, no study has reported on these two steps of the 

debriefing process. Exploring debriefing in other teams and coun- 

tries could be a worthwhile avenue for future research. 

Individual assessment of the own team's game was then sup- 

plemented by discussions within the tactical staff, between tactical 

staff and lead players, and between the HC and medical staff about 

players' mental and physical fitness. Results showed that HCs tried 

to build a comprehensive picture of the game played and players' 

performances. HCs could not build such a picture, alone; they 

needed input from the video sequences of the match and others' 

opinion on each player's role within the team. Results suggest that 

debriefing was a collaborative process involving lead players, 

tactical and medical staff. To our knowledge no study has yet shown 

such collaboration between staff and lead players in team 

debriefing. Results also suggest that individuals within the team 

had different interpretations of the game played. These results are 

consistent with Macquet's (2013) and Macquet and Stanton's 

(2014) studies on distributed cognition between the coach and 

athlete, and Stanton et al.'s (2006) and Stanton et al.'s (2010) 

studies on distributed situation awareness in military teams. 

These last studies showed that individuals had different in- 

terpretations of the situation depending on their role within the 

team, their competencies and their experience (Stanton et al., 

2015). 

Finally, the results indicated that the work was divided within 

the team of players and staff, according to individuals' roles. Each 

individual gave specific information to the tactical staff. The HC 

then decided what to highlight to the athletes. In line with Fletcher 

and Arnold's (2011) results and Annett and Stanton (2000), HCs 

involved each individual within the staff and encouraged their 

contribution to a collaborative vision of the team and improved 

team performance. No study to date has reported on division of 

labor in debriefing athletes. It would be of interest and use in future 

research to encourage exploring debriefing in other sports and 

contexts. 

 
4.2. Enhancing the work carried out by the staff to enable players to 

do their work 

 

The results showed that in order to debrief a team, HCs orga- 

nized tasks into two leadership styles: transactional and trans- 

formational. Analysis of these results demonstrated that HCs used 

transactional leadership when presenting their assessment of the 

team's game to players. This presentation is consistent with the 

characteristics of transactional leadership (Bass, 1999). Trans- 

actional leaders provide players with pragmatic paths to  goals. 

They give them solutions to the problems raised instead of 

encouraging players to find solutions on their own. Nevertheless, 

they are open to their players' suggestions. 

It was seen that HCs acknowledged the work of players and 

rewarded them. These results add weight to the suggestion that 

HCs are transactional leaders, who give players contingent rewards. 

In  the  transformational  leadership  style,  HCs  encouraged 

players to analyze possible causes of achievements, failures and 

difficulties. Leading the players in analyzing video sequences sug- 

gests that HCs wanted athletes to undertake their own independent 

analysis of the game. They wanted athletes to think for themselves 

and contribute to the decision-making process. They helped ath- 

letes   to   be   more   confident   when   they   faced   problems   and 

strengthened their ability to solve them. This intellectual stimula- 

tion is consistent with that described by Bass (1999) to explain his 

model of transformational leadership. 

Results indicated that HCs tried to foster players' confidence. To 

improve confidence, they explained the areas for improvement in 

the following match. In this way, they instilled a sense of optimism 

in athletes and led athletes to do more than they first thought 

possible. These results are consistent with the dimension con- 

cerned with inspiring vision within transformational model of 

leadership (Bass, 1999). Transformational leaders are expected to 

inspire confidence and optimism in the group in order to achieve 

high positive outcomes in the near future. The confidence was not 

assessed in the following match. 

The HCs also managed substitutes' frustration when substitutes 

had not played in the match for as long as they would have liked to. 

HCs spent time developing a vision of  the team in which each 

member went beyond immediate self-interest and contributed to 

the team's success according to his/her role; they inspired players 

to make an extra-effort, and to exhibit persistence and determi- 

nation, consistent with the dimension concerned with inspiring 

vision within transformational model of leadership (Bass, 1999; 

Callow et al., 2009; Fletcher and Arnold, 2011). 

The HCs took into account players' limited attention and un- 

derstanding capacities in a context of numerous disruptions and 

fatigue. Results suggest that HCs displayed genuine care and 

concern for players' needs and abilities during the game and the 

debriefing presentation. These results are consistent with bounded 

rationality as explained by Simon (1996), individualized consider- 

ation as described by Bass (1999) within transformational leader- 

ship, and a climate of consideration done by expert coaches as by 

reported Horton et al. (2005). The results also suggest that HCs 

were close to players; HCs paid attention to players and took care of 

them, consistent with Jowett and Clark-Carter's (2006) 3 þ 1Cs 

model of coacheathlete relationships. 

Results also showed that some HCs implemented tactics during 

a training session in accordance with the plan from the debriefing. 

The training session was used to complement the debriefing ses- 

sion. It allowed the HCs to actively demonstrate what was said to 

players and to promote players' empowerment and team spirit, 



  

 

 

consistent   with   the   individualized   dimension   within   trans- 

formational leadership model (Bass, 1999). 

Finally, results showed that at the end of the debriefing pre- 

sentation HCs focused on recovery and the following match. HCs 

wanted players to stop focusing on past performance and switch to 

focusing on an attractive vision of the future. Changing focus and 

articulating an inspiring vision to the players fostered inspirational 

motivation, consistent with the transformational leadership model 

(Bass, 1999). 

Results did not show any tasks concerned with the dimension of 

idealized influence within the transformational leadership style. 

This suggests that this dimension must be considered by the 

players who decide if the leader serves as a charismatic role to 

followers (e.g., Judge et al., 2006). Articulating the interviews with 

the staff and players could be of interest for future research. It will 

enable to get a larger picture of the debriefing process in team and 

individual sports, and other contexts. 

The results suggest that HCs were both transactional and 

transformational leaders. According to Bass (1999), the best leaders 

are both transactional and transformational, depending on the 

situation, athletes and available time; unfortunately, the results did 

not indicate whether female HCs were more transformational than 

transactional, as proposed by Bass (1999), as only two participants 

were female. Exploring the differences between male and female 

HCs could open other possibilities for future research in sports and 

other contexts. 

In the results, it appeared that HCs 6 and 7, who were the more 

junior of the cohort, had lower transformational than transactional 

ratios. According to Bass's (1999) model, it would be expected that 

their style would move to the ‘thirds transformational’ or ‘evens 

transformational’ over time, like those of more experienced HCs 

and those of HCs whose teams won medals in major competitions, 

that is to say, a reduction would be expected in the proportion of 

transactional leadership activities with a corresponding increase in 

the proportion of transformational leadership activities as these 

HCs become more experienced. 

At the applied level, and to go beyond Hogg's (1998, 2002) work 

in individual sports, it is important to develop the research into 

task-work, including use of different resources to assess a team's 

game (e.g., efficiency of the game plan and plan implementation), 

understanding what happened and why (e.g., possible causes of 

players' good and poor performance in different game areas), and 

determining the team's needs for the following match (e.g., pay 

attention to a specific area of the pitch). It is also important to 

develop the research into team-work, including division of labor 

(i.e., who does what and when?), and transformational and trans- 

actional leadership styles as a strategy for improving the perfor- 

mance of athletes and helping them achieve their fullest potential. 

Ways to develop leadership are a fruitful area for future leadership 

research (Bass et al., 2003). Leadership might be developed by 

focusing on tasks to be done (e.g., a specific pattern of coordination 

among players), rather than on expected behaviors (e.g., successful 

behaviors). Changing the tasks might also lead individuals to 

change the way they automatically carry out tasks. For example, 

This study has some limitations. Firstly, it did not compare the 

findings with other HCs. The way debriefing is conducted by staff 

and lead players for different matches and countries is not known 

yet. There are very few studies on debriefing in elite team sports, 

and sport psychology research has often involved few participants 

because only a small number of HCs manage elite teams (Macquet, 

2010). Secondly, the study focused on debriefing using interviews 

with only the HCs. Although the HCs have a prominent role in 

debriefing, exploring the ways in which staff and players debrief 

team games could provide additional information. Thirdly, the 

study centered on the match debriefing. Whereas this debriefing is 

important, it would be of interest studying the debriefing the staff 

did about the debriefing the HCs present to the players, and the 

effects of debriefing on the following matches and team success 

within the major competitions. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 
The data collected in this study enabled us to model the 

debriefing process used by HCs in elite team sports during major 

competitions involving intense time pressure and high stakes. In 

addition to the presentation to players and discussion between HCs 

and athletes, debriefing in team sports required a preparation step 

largely driven by the HCs. Results highlighted the collaborative 

work undertaken by the staff and team. They indicated the tasks 

carried out by the staff and team while debriefing players and how 

the HCs determined the work to be performed by the players in the 

following match. The data tend to support the view that, in elite 

team sports, HCs are both transformational and transactional 

leaders, adapting their style of leadership to suit the situation, 

athletes and available time. This study provides insights into the 

task-work and team-work underlying team functioning, coaching 

and leadership within elite sports and the division of labor. Further 

research is needed on debriefing to improve our understanding of 

team functioning, coaching and leadership within elite sports and 

other contexts. 
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