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IDENTIFY HEALTHY & UNHEALTHY 

RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS 

BETWEEN 

Coaches & Athletes 
For all aquatics sports, there is a mutual goal of fostering healthy, safe, and positive relationships 

between coaches and their athletes. However, the power imbalance between coaches and athletes can 

lead to relationships based on power and control instead of care and support. The Coach 

Athlete Relationship Dynamics Diagrams (C.A.R.D. Diagrams) have been developed to help 

coaches, athletes, parents, and bystanders recognise and identify patterns of healthy and 

unhealthy relationship dynamics. 

These diagrams can be used as a gut check; think about the conduct you experience and observe in 

your sporting community and discern if what is occurring aligns with a caring and supportive 

coach/athlete relationship.  

https://www.weridetogether.today/
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HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS 

BETWEEN 

Coaches & Athletes 
 

When athletes have a healthy relationship with their coach, their performance improves and coaches 

are empowered to further develop their athletes’ success. Care and support from a coach fosters 

athletes’ physical, mental, and emotional development, skillset, and resilience. The diagram below 

describes healthy relationship dynamics between a coach and an athlete. This includes coaches 

upholding and displaying respect, trust, fairness, honesty, responsibility, boundaries, communication, 

and the best interest of athletes. Mindfully establishing these positive behavior patterns between 

coaches and athletes promotes everyone’s safety and well-being. 

 

 

RESPECT BEST INTEREST 

TRUST COMMUNICATION 

HONESTY RESPONSIBILITY 

FAIRNESS BOUNDARIES 

Care & 

Support 

• Listening & 
responding 
to athlete’s unique 
needs & interests  
• Collaborating & 
problem solving 
together  
• Following a code of 
conduct 

• Committing to best  
practices for the relationship  
(background checks, signing an 
agreement to code of conduct)  
• Honouring position as role model  
• Determining a plan together to 
reach short term & long-term 
goals 
 

•Acting equitably towards all 
athletes  
• Teaching & standardising 
sportspersonship  
• Engaging in standardised & 
positive discipline practices  
 

• Providing  
balanced & 
constructive feedback 
• Communicating & 
conversing with 
transparency  
• Sharing insight on 
athlete’s position, 
progress, & future 
standings with 
integrity & clarity 

• Talking from a kind & 
strengths based perspective 
• Adhering to the “rule of three” 
in person & online when 
appropriate  
• Focusing on 
building successes and joy 

• Asking permission for necessary 
& appropriate physical contact  
• Interacting with athletes in ways 
that are easily observable & 
interruptible  
• Consistently maintaining firm & 
clear patterns of behaviour  
& limits 

• Displaying empathy 
towards the athlete  
• Maximising athlete’s 
talents, potential, & 
resources  
• Supporting the 
athlete's ability to build 
self-esteem with 
progressive  
goals & skills 

• Maintaining  
predictable & clear 

expectations for athletes  
• Helping athlete build 

intrinsic & extrinsic 
motivation, & set goals 

accordingly  
• Fostering 

athlete’s skills for inside 
& outside of sport such 

as teamwork, resilience, 
accountability, & 

patience 

https://www.weridetogether.today/
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UNHEALTHY RELATIONSHIP DYNAMICS 

BETWEEN 

Coaches & Athletes 
 

For athletes who have unhealthy relationship dynamics with their coaches, inappropriate behavior can 

be subtle and difficult to discern. Unhealthy behavior patterns may be hidden from those around an 

athlete, hallmark to the system of power and control. This diagram can help identify these unhealthy 

dynamics. This includes coaches displaying coercion and threats, intimidation and domination, 

emotional abuse, isolation and possessiveness, minimising, denying, and blaming, manipulation, sexual 

abuse, and physical abuse towards athletes. Experiencing misconduct, abuse, and trauma can impact 

athletes differently, having negative repercussions on their physical, emotional, and mental well-being, 

as well as their athletic performance. Awareness and prevention of these patterns of power and control 

help keep everyone safe. 

 

COHERSION & THREATS PHYSICAL ABUSE 

INTIMIDATION & 

DOMINATION 
SEXUAL ABUSE 

ISOLATION & 

POSSESSIVENESS 

MINIMISING, 

DENYING, BLAMING 

EMOTIONAL 

ABUSE 
MANIPULATION 

Power & 

Control 

• Pressuring 
athlete to take 
drugs or alcohol  
• Threatening athlete 
regarding their 
future/participation  
• Manipulating & 
making grandiose or 
false 
promises 

• Making athlete 
afraid that if they don’t comply, 
they will be punished or hurt  
•  Verbally abusing with 
demeaning, scary, or aggressive 
tones  
• Dictating athlete’s actions & 
opportunities 

• Playing mind games  
• Gaslighting - leading the athlete 
to question their perceptions  
• Humiliating, guilting, & shaming  

• Keeping athlete 
separate from others 
& forcing solo 
interactions  
• Employing secrecy, 
like telling athlete not 
to tell anyone about 
their interactions  
• Posturing by using 
prestige to convince 
athlete that they are 
the best and only 
hope for success in 
sport 

• Pressuring athlete for 
increased contact  
• Flirting & inappropriate 
conversations  
• Gradually or forcibly making 
sexual advances even though 
consent is not possible 

• Providing extra attention & 
privileges  
• Giving specialised gifts 
Oversharing unprofessional 
feelings (“I love you”) 

• Cornering & holding 
athlete  
• Leaving marks that aren’t 
easily visible  
• Grabbing, slamming, 
shoving 

• Making light of 
own inappropriate 

conduct if athlete voices 
concern  

• Dismissing that 
misconduct or abuse is 
occurring/has occurred  
• Putting responsibility 
on athlete (“this is your 

fault”, “no one will 
believe you”) 

https://www.weridetogether.today/

