
Insights into coaching effectiveness:
Perspectives from coaches and players in
South African Women’s Rugby

Jocelyn Solomons1 , Sheree Bekker2, Ryan Groom3,
and Wilbur Kraak4,5

Abstract
Sports coaching involves navigating ambiguity and uncertainty in stakeholders’ perspectives and managing a dynamic

micro-political environment. This study explores the relationship between coaching efficacy and effectiveness in South

African Women’s Rugby. It examines how a coach’s belief in their ability to influence athlete learning and performance

(coaching efficacy) correlates with the actual impact on athletes (coaching effectiveness). By aligning coaches’ perceived
competence with tangible athlete outcomes, the study provides insights into factors influencing coaching practices and

athlete development. The study involved 28 women players (mean age: 24.8± 4.0 years) and 8 coaches (mean age: 41

± 3.8 years) who participated in semi-structured online interviews. The interview script, derived from the Coaching

Effectiveness Survey (CES) tool, was analysed using Braun and Clarke’s 6-step process of thematic content analysis.

Under the four efficacy dimensions, sub-themes emerged as follow: 1) motivation (climate created by the coach and a

motivational climate experienced by the players), 2) technique (coaching physical, technical, and tactical aspects of

rugby), 3) game strategy (guiding players to successful outcomes), and 4) character-building efficacy (cultivating a positive

environment for sportswomanship and holistic development). The findings incorporate feedback from players and coa-

ches, highlighting firsthand experiences of coaching effectiveness. This approach enables experts to identify effective

coaching strategies and those needing refinement within Women’s Rugby. The study’s findings promise to inform future

coach development frameworks and foster a comprehensive understanding of coaching effectiveness in the dynamic land-

scape of Women’s Rugby worldwide.
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Background
Contemporary coaches arenot only expected to assume respon-
sibility for players within the training and competition environ-
ments, but also to be increasingly aware of their overall social
and psychological development, thereby extending the coach-
ing environment.1,2 Resultantly, coaches are often thrown into
the deep end with the expectation to take on a myriad of tasks
that foster a flourishing working environment for both the
athlete and the coach without necessarily developing the
skills prior.3,4 Coaching effectiveness then, is a multifaced
concept that significantly shapes players’ success and
growth.5,6 It acts as a cornerstone for player development,
fosters a positive team environment, boosts player retention,
and promotes increased participation in sports.7 This connec-
tion is exemplified in a study by Mills and Clements,6

whereby they found that coaches assume pivotal roles in the
lives of those they mentor, particularly in youth sports.6

Women’s Rugby in South Africa, both at grassroots and
high-performance level, is still in its early stages of

development, distinguishing it from more established
nations like England, New Zealand, and France,8 which
currently hold the top three positions in the World Rugby
Women’s Ranking for 2023. Unlike these counterparts,
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South Africa is in the process of defining its developmental
pathways, ranging from non-existent to limited structures at
the junior level, and culminating in a semi-professional
structure that integrates development and high performance
at the senior level.9 Additionally, women players often
come from diverse sporting backgrounds and typically
join rugby later in life, often during high school or univer-
sity. The history of Women’s Rugby in South Africa
mirrors the broader socio-cultural challenges faced by
women athletes.10 Initially overshadowed by male-
dominated sports like rugby, Women’s Rugby struggled
for recognition. Despite efforts to address racial inequality
in sport post-1994, gender disparities persisted. While pro-
gress has been made, with the first national tournament
in 2000 and international debut in 2003, Women’s Rugby
in South Africa has lagged due to historical inequalities
and the perception of rugby as a men’s sport.10 Limited
resources (ie., investment) and structural barriers (ie., his-
torical and socioeconomic context) have hindered its
growth compared to top-tier rugby-playing nations like
England and New Zealand, compounded by experiences
of sexism and gender discrimination.11

Within the South African setting, predominantly male
coaches are responsible for managing a diverse group of
players with varying skill levels. Coaches saim to simultan-
eously cultivate players’ rugby skills and prepare them for
high-performance competition against nations with more
developed Women’s Rugby programmes. Consequently,
coaches commence their coaching endeavours at a disadvan-
tage even before implementing specific coaching methodolo-
gies. Negotiating this challenging coaching environment and
aligning with training and competition objectives becomes an
intricate task for South African Women’s Rugby coaches, an
area that has not been researched. Therefore, a closer exam-
ination of the key attributes that characterise an “effective
coach”, emerges as a crucial factor in fostering player devel-
opment and the focus of the research reported in this article.

The insights into coaching efficacy translating into
coaching effectiveness have the potential to shape future
coaching development frameworks. By offering an under-
standing of the diverse attributes and dimensions of coach-
ing effectiveness, these findings serve as a valuable guide
for improving the quality and impact of coaching, thereby
fostering players’ development, and enhancing their sport-
ing experiences.12 The following sections offer a review
of literature about (a) effective coaching, (b) long term
athlete development and (c) the current coach development
frameworks within South Africa. Subsequently, the proce-
dures for data collection and analysis are outlined.

Effective coaching
General coaching practices have been examined at varying
levels of sport.13 While, effective coaching may change
depending on the context, (e.g., gender, age, level of

participation, team versus individual sports) there is a con-
sensus from coaches across several sports13 that effective
coaching requires four key themes to be addressed. These
themes are (a) a long-term approach, (b) an authentic coach-
ing environment (c) creating a learning environment, and
(d) quality versus quantity of training sessions.

In this study,13 coaches were identified as high-
performance, elite coaches who met the established criteria
of expertise. Consequently, the success of their athletes was
paramount, necessitating extensive planning and preparation
lasting anywhere from 1 to 4 years leading up to a national
or international sporting event. First, in terms of a long-term
approach, a male skiing coach’s emphasis was reported to
focus on individualised, periodised programmes.13 He referred
to “certain things need to be done at this time of the year” both
in the gym, the ski-slopes (sport specific) and what the athlete
needs, to develop. He further explains that there are “currently
3 distinct development phases, and part of that is as much
their different sizes and different strengths – some can do
certain work and some others can’t and that’s how it’s (the
individualised periodisation plan) based”. Other studies
report similar support for individualised approaches among
women athletes,14 young athletes,15,16 and in specific sports
and age groups like soccer.17 This style of programme plan-
ning embodies both a long-term perspective and a strong
emphasis on individual attention. It showcases how coaches
adeptly integrate training sessions into the broader long-term
plan, leveraging them to track progress toward short-term
objectives. Furthermore, this approach to programming show-
cases coaches’ extensive expertise, encompassing not only
sport specific techniques and strategies essential for elite per-
formance in the sport, but also their ability to tailor all ele-
ments to meet the unique requirements of each athlete.

Second, an authentic coaching environment was valued.
The authenticity arises from incorporating elements of com-
petition into training sessions, aiming to replicate competi-
tive conditions during practice.13 For instance, a football
coach stressed the need for high-intensity training, reflect-
ing the coaches’ expectation that athletes contribute
actively to their learning at a high-performance level.13

The study indicated that coaches act as facilitators, fostering
an environment for guided discovery and player input.

Third, an atmosphere of openness was fostered by the
kayaking coach, permitting paddlers to engage in experi-
mentation within a safe learning space.12 This methodology
encompassed guided discovery and solicited player input; a
practice echoed by a football coach. The perspectives
shared by these coaches underscore the expectation at this
tier that athletes, including those performing at high
levels, actively contribute to their learning. In this
context, coaches are positioned as facilitators of this collab-
orative learning process.14,15

The fourth theme of quality versus quantity13 of training
sessions highlights elite coaches’ aim to create high-
intensity training environments. Coaches stressed intensity
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for various reasons, emphasising athletes’ focus on produ-
cing quality performances in specific programme areas.
This theme highlights the complexity of planning and exe-
cuting training sessions for high-performance coaches,
requiring expertise in coordinating variables for specific
situations. As varying degrees of expertise among partici-
pating coaches were reported, further research on the devel-
opment and application of coaching knowledge in practice
is needed.14,15

Given the complexities, particularly the demands for
individualised approaches, authentic coaching environ-
ments, and the delicate balance between quality and quan-
tity in training, it is evident that coaches need robust
development to navigate these challenges effectively. This
need is underscored by the most recent literature which spe-
cifically delves into development of the physical and
physiological aspects of women players.9,18–20 The inten-
tion is to underscore the necessity for coaching that aligns
with the distinct needs and demands of female player devel-
opment for women. Thus, transitioning to existing coach
development frameworks and programmes, these initiatives
are explored by highlighting the importance of coach devel-
opment to address the needs of female athlete development
for women. Globally, women’s sports have experienced a
notable increase in participation and professionalism, indi-
cating a positive trend.21 However, despite this growth,
many women’s sports lag their male counterparts in terms
of infrastructure and sport science provisions for physical,
physiological, technical, and tactical development.19,22–24

The following paragraph outlines the aspects of rugby
that coaches need to address and the skills that players are
required to possess.

Long-term athlete development: physical, technical,
and tactical
Research specifically on rugby, encompassing league, union,
and sevens codes, highlights its physically demanding
nature with intense periods of sprinting and tackling, inter-
spersed with lower-to-moderate activities like jogging.
Examining the development and performance of women’s ath-
letes in this sport reveals gender-based differences in physical
performance,24,25 physiological attributes, anthropomet-
rics24,26 and movement demands.24 Physical preparation in
rugby involves considering factors such as sport, sex, and
playing position, as they impact injury risk and perform-
ance.27,28 Elements like physical strength, speed, and cardio-
vascular fitness are crucial for successful performance given
rugby’s intermittent nature and match-play demands.29

Technical and tactical development is an important
aspect to consider in Women’s Rugby. The technical23

aspect of rugby involves players executing specific offen-
sive and defensive skills for scoring or preventing the
opponent from scoring.26 Technical development

encompasses key areas like passing, tackling, scrumma-
ging, line-out throwing, and kicking.27 Both men’s and
women’s rugby, spanning codes like 7’s and 15’s, share
similar technical skills with minor differences.28

Analysing rugby game variables, Barkell et al.29 identi-
fied distinctions between winning and losing teams,
emphasising commonalities and gender-specific
nuances. The study highlighted the significance of disrup-
tions (perturbations) in successful teams, showcasing
their crucial role for both men and women, especially
near the attacking try line.

Additionally, tactical development proves vital for success
in Women’s Rugby, involving strategies for attack, defence,
and on-field decision-making.30 Game awareness and
decision-making skills are crucial for executing effective
game plans.31 The significance of mental toughness in profes-
sional sports cannot be overstated. Developing psychological
preparedness is crucial, and it is a skill that requires cultivation
alongside physical, technical, and tactical training. A study
investigating mentally tough teams in professional rugby
union emphasises that mental toughness involves player-
specific, coaching, and group processes.32 The findings under-
score the coach’s essential role in setting high group standards
and promoting unity and respect within the team.
Additionally, the study identifies strategies that coaches can
use to develop, integrate, and harness mentally tough
leaders, align formal leaders, and effectively communicate
mentally tough messages to players, including through
media channels. Therefore, the comprehensive development
needed in Women’s Rugby must address not only the phys-
ical,33 technical, and tactical aspects but also the critical
mental component. Thus, coaches play a crucial role by offer-
ing targeted training programmes that focus on skill develop-
ment, technical understanding, and tactical awareness,
potentially incorporating both individual and team-based train-
ing along with regular match play.34,35

Examining delayed participation in the South African
context where women join rugby later in life from other
sports (i.e., netball, athletics), positive aspects include trans-
ferable technical skills and physical attributes like speed
and agility. Fundamental athletic movements acquired in
previous experiences, such as running and jumping, can
be advantageous,35 to rugby. However, challenges may
arise in acquiring specific rugby skills that demand
precise techniques and dedicated training.36 Despite poten-
tial difficulties, transitioning athletes bring valuable knowl-
edge of team dynamics and communication, although
grasping rugby tactics and game plans may require specia-
lised training and experience.37,38 It can be assumed that
coaching development frameworks consider the multifaced
nature of the coaching role and provide coaches with the
requisite knowledge and skills to excel in their profession.39

The various coach development initiatives in place in
South Africa provide an overview of the provision to
coaches in their specific sports.

Solomons et al. 3



Existing long-term coach development frameworks
and programmes in South Africa
The Athletics South Africa (ASA) Coach Development
Programme, led by McKinley (2010), equips coaches with
expertise across athletic disciplines and offers courses40 on
topics like training theory, biomechanics, nutrition, and psych-
ology. Similarly, the South African Football Association
(SAFA) Coaching Programme (South African Football
Association, 2023)41 aims to enhance coaches at all football
levels, covering technical and tactical aspects, coaching meth-
odology, and communication skills. Cricket South Africa’s
(CSA) Coach Education Programme (Cricket South Africa,
2023)42 provides a pathway for cricket coaches from commu-
nity to professional levels, covering technical, tactical, phys-
ical, and mental aspects.

South African Rugby Union’s (SARU) Coach
Development Framework guides rugby coaches toward
World Rugby accreditation.43 Levels 1 to 3 focus on basic
skills, and advanced concepts like game analysis, high-
performance coaching, talent identification, and coaching phil-
osophy development, respectively. These initiatives collect-
ively contribute to coaching expertise growth in
South Africa’s sports landscape. However, a generic coaching
framework may not suit Women’s Rugby coaches due to their
player’s differential needs compared to those in other top-tier
developed rugby-playing nations like England, New Zealand,
and France. This argument is supported by a study that found
male coaches desired education on the menstrual cycle’s
impact onwomen’s athletes, suggesting topics for coacheduca-
tion.44 Similarly, Gosai and colleagues (2021) revealed gender
biases in coaching methods affecting women’s participants.45
These studies highlight theneed for tailored coachingeducation
covering tailored topics such as physiology, training, perform-
ance (i.e., consideration for lower training age amongst women
rugby players), menstrual cycle monitoring, dietary considera-
tions, and improved communication (considering the
coach-athlete relationship). The presence of gender bias high-
lights the inadequacy of a one-size-fits-all framework for
coaching women’s athletes in Women’s Rugby, emphasising
the need to address individual needs and challenges.

Method

Theoretical framework: conceptual model of
coaching efficacy
As depicted in Figure 1, Feltz and colleagues posit that the
various dimensions of coaching efficacy are shaped by indi-
vidual factors such as past experience and performance
(e.g., coaching tenure, preparation, previous outcomes),
athletes’ perceived skill levels, and the level of perceived
social support (e.g., from school, community, and
parents). In turn, coaching efficacy is anticipated to influ-
ence coaching behaviour, player satisfaction with the

coach, athlete performance (measured by winning percent-
age in this study), player behaviour and attitude, and levels
of player efficacy. Coaching experience, education, and
past success serve as sources of efficacy information
derived from personal mastery experiences.

According to Bandura (1997),47 this category of informa-
tion is deemed the most reliable for forming judgments of effi-
cacy and is hypothesised to be the strongest predictor of
coaching efficacy. Thus, this conceptual model was used to
explore coaching effectiveness as perceived by South
African Women’s Rugby players and coaches. Ultimately,
the study’s findings hold promise for informing coaching
effectiveness components within future coach development
frameworks. They provide insights that extend beyond con-
ventional perspectives on coaching pragmatics, fostering a
more comprehensive grasp of coaching effectiveness and its
relevance within the dynamic landscape of Women’s Rugby.

Interpretivist research paradigm
The interpretive paradigm allows researchers to recognise
and narrate the meanings associated with human experi-
ences,48 rather than quantifying, measuring, or predicting
them about a hypothesis. Aligned with qualitative research
methods, the interpretivist paradigm emphasises understand-
ing the subjective meanings and experiences of individuals
within their social context. Additionally, interpretivist
research should be viewed not as a scientific endeavour in
search of laws, but as an interpretive process in search of
meaning.49 In the context of this study, interpretivism sug-
gests that players’ and coaches’ perceptions of coaching effi-
cacy and resultant effectiveness are subjective and based on
their personal experiences. The primary investigator aimed to
understand coaching effectiveness from the perspectives of
players and coaches by collecting data through interviews.

Study design
This study employed a qualitative research approach to delve
into the perspectives of coaches and players regarding coach-
ing effectiveness in SouthAfrican Women’s Rugby. The
study adheres to the reporting standards outlined in the
Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research
(COREQ) guidelines.50 The study aimed to provide a plat-
form wherein players and coaches can articulate their lived
experiences. Ethical approval for this study was granted by
Stellenbosch University’s REC: Social, Behavioural and
Education Research (SBER), project number: 23573.

Participants
The study included 36 individual interviews with 28
Women’s Rugby players and eight coaches, focusing on effi-
cacy dimensions and outcomes of coaching effectiveness
(Table 1). Participants were purposively selected from the
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South African Women’s Rugby community. Recruitment
involved poster advertisements in community spaces and
on social media, as well as direct outreach through key
administrative figures with extensive networks in the
Women’s Rugby community. This approach ensured a com-
prehensive and representative sample. The inclusion criteria
for participant selection encompassed current and former
Women’s Rugby players (in both the 7’s and 15’s rugby
codes) at the club (including university), national, and pro-
vincial levels, along with Women’s Rugby coaches actively
coaching at the high-performance level. Exclusion criteria
included Women’s Rugby players who have been playing
outside of South Africa for more than three years, coaches
not currently engaged in coaching at the provincial and/or
national level, and support staff specifically working with
men’s rugby teams at present.

Data collection
Researcher positioning. Regarding positionality, JS’s chosen
stance for the current study was aligned with the approach
of Savin-Baden & Major51 which involved three key areas:
the topic, research participants, and context/process.
Reflexivity guided JS’s self-awareness, assessing how her
views may influence the research.52 As the qualitative
approach relies on JS as the primary instrument,48 she con-
tinuously reflected on her worldview. Keeping a

methodological journal helped maintain awareness of her
biases and perspectives, informing research development.53

Despite personal experiences informing the research,
objectivity was maintained to ensure research integrity.

Interview questions. The data collection process involved con-
ducting one-on-one interviews in a semi-structured format.
The interview script was derived from the Coaching
Effectiveness Survey (CES) tool,46 a widely recognised tool
for assessing coaching effectiveness. This study examined
how a coach’s belief in their ability to influence athlete learn-
ing and performance (coaching efficacy) correlates with the
actual impact on athletes (coaching effectiveness).

Interviews. Before data collection, JS (the principal investiga-
tor) conducted three pilot interviews with participants and
consulted with SB, RG, and WK for feedback. The inter-
views spanned from October 2021 to February 2023.
Participants provided informed consent, were assigned pseu-
donyms, and turned off their cameras during discussions.
Interviews, lasting on average 30 to 60 min maximum,
were recorded with permission obtained from participants
and supplemented with handwritten notes by JS for reference
during transcription. During COVID-19 restrictions,
in-person interviews were substituted with online interviews
conducted on theMicrosoft Teams platform by JS. The semi-
structured interview consisted of 15 questions, designed
around Feltz and colleagues’ The Coaching Efficacy Scale
(CES). This scale is a 24-item multidimensional self-report
questionnaire that assesses four dimensions of coaching effi-
cacy. During the interviews, only JS and the participants
were present. It is important to note that no interviews
were repeated during data collection.

Data analysis
The analysis, conducted through a qualitative research
approach, ensured rigour via two primary processes.

Figure 1. Conceptual model of coaching efficacy (Feltz et al. 1999).46

Table 1. Specific descriptions of the participant groups.

Participants

Gender

breakdown

Age

(SD±M years)

Players 28 female 24.8± 4.0

Coaches (Head coach,

strength and conditioning

coach, technical and/or tactical

coach)

5 male 41± 3.8

3 female

Solomons et al. 5



Firstly, an audit trail was established, with field notes taken
during interviews and decisions documented throughout the
research journey. Secondly, content analysis, employing a
deductive approach, was applied to the interview transcrip-
tions using the CES efficacy dimensions.46 Utilising the
ATLAS.ti Software and its coding function, emergent
themes were sifted through and grouped under ‘Motivation,
Technique, Game Strategy, and Character-building Efficacy
dimensions,’ directly addressing the research question within
Coach Efficacy dimensions.46

JS meticulously analysed these themes by pinpointing
relevant segments of transcriptions, coding, and categoris-
ing them based on both coaches’ and players’ perspectives,
thereby refining findings to address the research questions
effectively. After the completion of data collection and ana-
lysis, the study findings were shared with the participants.
In a systematic process:

1. Key words and phrases related to the four efficacy
domains were highlighted in each transcript.

2. Transcripts were then uploaded to ATLAS.ti
3. The software’s coding function was employed to filter

through all transcripts.
4. Subsequently, each player and coach perspective were cate-

gorised and allocatedunder each of the four efficacy themes.

Findings and discussion
The perceived outcome of coaching efficacy in the context
of South African Women’s Rugby, from both players and

coaches, offers insights for potential future coaching devel-
opment frameworks. The data analysis generated five sub-
themes under Feltz et al.’s four efficacy dimensions,46 as
depicted in Figure 2.

Theme 1: motivation efficacy
Sub-theme: a motivational climate created by the coach.
Motivation in sports coaching, as defined by Ntoumanis and
Mallet (2014)54 and Renshaw et al.,55 involves mental pro-
cesses driving athlete behaviour. Coaches James and Devon
reported that they employ varied motivational strategies to
inspire and guide their players. Coach James explains the
inspirational impact of the players, stating,

‘My way to motivate this group of ladies is to always
remind them that they are inspiring young ladies just like
them’.

On the other hand, strength and conditioning (S&C)
Coach Devon adopts a more quantitative approach,
asserting,

‘You have to show them this is where you are (with
numbers) and this is where you need to be’,

emphasising the use of data to drive motivation. In align-
ment with previously mentioned research on motivation,52

the coach’s belief in their ability to motivate themselves
or players towards specific goals constitutes motivation

Figure 2. Coaching efficacy dimensions46 and outcomes of coaching efficacy as perceived by women’s rugby players and coaches.
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efficacy. More importantly, it involves confidence and self-
assurance in initiating, sustaining, and directing motivation.
Furthermore, Head Coach Lee recognises the importance of
balance in motivation, cautioning against solely relying on
winning as a driving force:

‘We get so caught up with using winning as our motivation,
and that’s not always productive’.

The theme of “Motivation Efficacy - A Motivational
Climate Created by the Coach” highlights the critical role of
motivational strategies in sports coaching but also demonstrates
a focus on the sustainability of motivation.54,55 Coaches James
and Devon demonstrate varied approaches to inspiring their
players, reflecting the diverse methods (some more sustainable
than others) needed to address different motivational needs.
Coach James emphasises the inspirational aspect, reminding
players of their role in inspiring others, which enhances
player satisfaction and fosters a supportive team environment.
This approach can positively impact player and team efficacy
by boosting self-esteem and reinforcing the collective identity
in the long term.56 Conversely, S&C Coach Devon adopts a
quantitative approach, using data to highlight real-time pro-
gress and set future goals, thereby driving long-termmotivation
through short-term measurable performance metrics. This
method aligns with the concept of motivation efficacy by build-
ing players’ confidence in their ability to achieve specific per-
formance targets.

Head Coach Lee adds a crucial dimension by cautioning
against an over-reliance on winning as the sole motivator,
recognising the potential for burnout and decreased satis-
faction if the focus is too narrow. This perspective suggests
that an exclusive focus on winning may not yield optimal
results. Lee’s balanced approach promotes long-term
player and team satisfaction and performance by ensuring
motivation is sustained through various intrinsic and extrin-
sic factors. The study’s findings align with Orbach et al.,57

who emphasise the importance of intrinsic motivation in
women’s sports participation. Players attest to the effective-
ness of these diverse motivational methods, expressing
gratitude for the incorporation of data, video analysis, and
personal encouragement by their coaches. They reported
that these multifaceted approaches contribute to a compre-
hensive motivational environment within the team.
Recognising both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation,
coaches, therefore, need a balanced approach to sustainable
goals in sports coaching.58 Together, these strategies illus-
trate how a motivational climate created by the coach can
significantly influence coaching behaviour, player satisfac-
tion, performance, and overall team efficacy.

Sub-theme: a motivational climate experienced by the players.
The second subtheme of motivation efficacy, is enriched by
the following insights, demonstrating how coaching

behaviours and strategies impact player satisfaction, per-
formance, and overall team efficacy.

Senior rugby player Sarah highlights the sense of col-
lective responsibility and motivation, stating,

“You are literally leaving nothing behind. And you’re not
doing it just for yourself, but you’re doing it for the team
as well.”

This quote emphasises the motivational climate fostered by
the coach, where players are driven not only by personal
goals but also by their commitment to the team. This col-
lective motivation enhances team satisfaction and cohesion,
ultimately leading to improved team performance and effi-
cacy. Additionally, Emma reflects on the supportive and
patient approach of specifically women’s coaches, saying,

“Well, from the women coaches that I have experienced,
they know how to deal with people and they take great
patience in developing us from the basics, watching us
grow, and ensuring a sisterhood within the team.”

This nurturing and patient coaching style creates a positive
motivational climate, leading to higher player satisfaction
and personal development. The emphasis on sisterhood
and growth fosters a supportive environment that has poten-
tial to enhance both individual and team efficacy.
Moreover, Zoe (a Junior Rugby player) mentions the
coaches’ attentiveness to individual needs,

“They literally see where you are lacking, and they
(coaches) want to help you reach that standard.”

This individualised attention and desire to help players
improve underline a motivational climate where personal
progress is valued. This approach not only boosts player
satisfaction but also drives better performance and efficacy
as players feel supported in reaching their potential.

From a coaching perspective, Maya (a Women’s Rugby
Head Coach) discusses the significant role of players as role
models, noting,

“To have that responsibility as players, it’s huge because
our players are coming from an area or from an environ-
ment where they haven’t been taught at home what it is
to be a role model.”

This statement reflects the motivational climate instilled by
coaches when they share leadership responsibility with
more senior players, where players are encouraged to take
on leadership roles and understand their impact. This
responsibility promotes a sense of pride and motivation,
enhancing team performance and efficacy as players
strive to be positive role models. Finally, Rachel (a

Solomons et al. 7



Senior player) emphasises the passion and knowledge of the
coaches,

“Their love and knowledge of the game are the key ingredi-
ents along with the desire they need to share with their
players.”

This passion and dedication from the coaches create an
inspiring motivational climate, leading to higher player sat-
isfaction and engagement. The coaches’ commitment to
sharing their knowledge ensures that players are motivated
to learn and perform at their best, improving overall team
efficacy. In summary, the quotes illustrate how various
aspects of coaching behaviour—such as fostering team
responsibility, providing individualised support, demon-
strating patience, and sharing passion—contribute to a
motivational climate that significantly impacts player and
team satisfaction, performance, and efficacy.

Theme 2: technique efficacy
Sub-theme: coaching the physical, technical, and tactical aspects
of rugby. The second emerging theme focuses on the
coach’s confidence in coaching the game and assessing
rugby skills, particularly technique efficacy. It was found
that coaches’ ability to effectively coach and evaluate tech-
nical elements of the game is crucial.59 The confidence
expressed by coaches in their ability to teach the intricacies
of Women’s Rugby in South Africa is accompanied by a
candid acknowledgement of the challenges they face.

Head Coach Derrick sheds light on the intricacies of coach-
ing players with diverse experiences and backgrounds, empha-
sising the need for adaptability, especially in sessions where
multiple skill versions must be addressed. Derrick reflects,

‘It is at times difficult to get all the technical aspects down…
the girls come from all different experience levels, even dif-
ferent sports, you see…I always start with the basics at the
beginning of the season and then go into tactical things
throughout the season’.

The sentiments are echoed by Head Coach James, who
recognises the varying learning curves for different skills.
He shares,

‘some skills are quicker to learn than others…for example,
I can teach anyone to pass within two sessions…but when it
comes to tackling, scrumming, and all of those more tech-
nical things, it takes years of experience…’.

Furthermore, Assistant CoachMax adds a nuanced perspec-
tive, underlining the effectiveness of coaching concerning
the player’s execution of skills:

‘for me, whether I am effective or not as a coach depends on
whether the player can execute the skill…it requires a dif-
ferent approach from us as men who coach females…you
have to take it step by step with them and explain the
bigger picture’.

The players’ insights also offered a glimpse into the learn-
ing experience and the steep learning curve for newcomers:

‘there is a lot to learn…in a short time. And I think we as
juniors play catch-up especially if we haven’t experienced
rugby before. Because everything is new’. (Lauren: Junior
Rugby Player)

Amy, another Junior Rugby Player, highlights the creative
coaching methods employed.

‘Coaches will bring hand and eye coordination exercises
from other sports, or even introduce things like tennis
balls and catching during the warm-up so we can focus
and learn to catch properly’.

Additionally, Senior Rugby Player Zani points to the use of
small-sided games for skill development and explains ‘we
will often use it to work in smaller groups…and work on
our defensive and attacking skills’.

The analysis of technique efficacy in coaching Women’s
Rugby in South Africa reveals the multifaceted challenges
coaches face in effectively teaching and assessing the phys-
ical, technical, and tactical aspects of the game. Coaches
like Derrick and James underscore the importance of adapt-
ability, considering the diverse backgrounds and experience
levels of players. Derrick’s approach involves starting with
foundational skills and gradually progressing to tactical ele-
ments throughout the season, while James emphasises the
differing learning curves associated with various rugby
skills. Assistant Coach Max emphasises the necessity of a
patient approach in coaching women, highlighting the
importance of step-by-step instruction, and contextualising
each skill within the broader game strategy. Players’ per-
spectives provide valuable insights into the challenges
and innovative methods used to enhance their learning
experiences. Junior Rugby Player Lauren acknowledges
the steep learning curve for newcomers, while Amy high-
lights the creative coaching methods employed to
improve essential rugby skills. Additionally, Senior
Rugby Player Zani discusses the use of small-sided
games for skill development. Overall, the integration of
diverse coaching strategies and player-centred approaches
ensures that players not only improve their game but also
build a strong foundation for future growth in the sport.
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Theme 3: game strategy efficacy
Sub-theme: guiding the team toward successful outcomes. A
coach’s skill in leading a team to success depends on how
well they plan their game strategy.46 According to
coaches of this study, this involves being confident, coach-
ing the fundamental skills, and understanding how to
handle players’ behaviour. This theme emerged as
coaches and players delved into discussions about
coaches’ strategies and methodologies during preparation
for competitions and the intricacies of coaching individual
players on technique.

Head Coach Lee set the stage, underscoring the need for
tailored approaches based on players’ experience levels and
diverse backgrounds. He shared

‘look, when they come into the setup, there is a lot of things
you’ve got to teach them… like the basic basics of rugby…
how to pass a ball and how to tackle. So, game strategy stuff
I only really mention to my senior players…’.

S&C Coach JP highlights the significance of simplicity and
clear communication, especially with women’s players by
explaining that he prefers simplicity in order to keep
players engaged:

‘I keep it simple but also explain why we do certain things…
as soon as you make it complicated, you lose them’.

Moreover, Assistant Coach Max and his use of visual aids
exemplify effective coaching strategies for example:

‘I normally use a whiteboard and mark it out for the
players. We will also literally walk through what we want
to achieve… step by step’.

Assistant Coach Jo echoes Max’s sentiment and brings a
unique perspective, emphasising the need for patience and
understanding when coaching women:

‘with female players, I would say it takes a bit more
patience to talk about game strategy and teach them the
ropes… women want to understand why before doing
something’.

Senior players’ voices resonate, shedding light on their
learning experiences and the strategies employed by their
coach: Lee emphasised the interactive nature of coaching
and reflected on her experience:

‘coach will literally make us act out our game plan and will
literally ask us to draw it, so he knows we understand’.

The theme of strategic planning emerges as a critical
aspect of a coach’s skill in leading a team to success, as

highlighted by discussions among coaches and players
regarding game strategy and individual player coaching
techniques. Head Coach Lee emphasises the need for tai-
lored approaches based on players’ experience levels,
focusing on fundamental rugby skills for newer players
while entrusting game strategy discussions to senior
players. S&C Coach JP emphasises the importance of sim-
plicity and clear communication, particularly with women’s
players, to maintain engagement and understanding.
Assistant Coach Max’s use of visual aids and step-by-step
walkthroughs exemplifies effective coaching strategies,
facilitating players’ comprehension and implementation of
tactics. Assistant Coach Jo brings a unique perspective,
emphasising the need for patience and understanding
when teaching game strategy to women, who prefer to
understand the rationale behind actions before executing
them. The voices of senior players echo these sentiments,
highlighting their interactive learning experiences and
Coach Lee’s innovative coaching methods, such as acting
out game plans and visualising strategies, to ensure compre-
hensive understanding and execution among players.
Overall, effective strategic planning and clear communica-
tion are crucial for coaches to maximise team performance
and player development.

Amid these opportunities as well as challenges, a
common thread emerges— the value of character-building.
Despite the complexities in coaching women’s players, the
emphasis on fostering character and recognising the players
as individuals remains a prevailing theme.

Theme 4: character-building efficacy
Sub-theme: cultivating a positive environment for holistic
development and sportswomanship. The study delved into
character-building efficacy, emphasising a coach’s role in
encouraging personal growth and fostering a positive
sports attitude in athletes.49 Recognising the lasting
impact beyond training sessions, the study explored
coaches’ confidence in promoting these values among
players. Coaches discussed their strategies for instilling
moral character in their players and instilling values
which can be useful beyond the rugby field.

Head Coach Derrick focuses on creating a welcoming
and supportive environment he shares:

‘I allow my (more) senior players to lead by example and
remind them that the newbies look up to them…’.

Senior players acting as role models create a positive and
encouraging atmosphere. Newer players are likely to
emulate the behaviours and attitudes of their more experi-
ence peers, leading to a culture of mutual respect and
support. Furthermore, when senior players take on leader-
ship roles, they provide guidance and support to newer
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players, fostering a sense of belonging and community
within the team.

S&C Coach JP commends the celebration of modest
achievements in light of a positive environment:

‘We always celebrate the small things…if someone
struggled in the fitness test but pushed through, we make
a circle at the end of training and the players go around
and we clap at the end’,

Hereby, the team emphasises family values and unity
during training sessions. Similarly, to Derrick, Coach Lee
encourages players to break stereotypes:

‘but I always tell them that people always have opinions…
you just play your game and keep paving the way’,

acknowledging potential challenges and emphasising the
future for national team players. Players’ perspectives
shed light on the impact of these coaching strategies.
Senior Rugby Player Monique highlights the encourage-
ment of sisterhood, fostering mutual support and celebra-
tion during training. She recalls,

‘you don’t know what the next person is struggling with…so
we are gracious with each other, but we encourage each
other always’.

Moreover, Senior Rugby Player Lee-Ann emphasises that
players, despite diverse backgrounds and personal responsi-
bilities, come together to play a sport they love, supported
by coaches who instil lifelong values. She summarises,

‘You know some of us are full-time students, some are parents
etcetera…coaches are aware that some come to training
because it’s their guarantee for a solid meal, others come
because they have a goal of making it to the top’.

In summary, Head Coach Derrick’s approach focused on
inclusivity and pioneering, alignswell with the global import-
ance of what Women’s Rugby represents. Coach Lee high-
lights the importance of breaking stereotypes, while Coach
JP prioritises unity in the face of obstacles. The strategies
employed by the coaches and the perspectives of the players
collectively illustrate how a positive environment conducive
to holistic development and sportswomanship is cultivated.
The emphasis on role models, celebration of achievements,
breaking stereotypes, sisterhood, and inclusivity all contribute
to character-building efficacy. This approach ensures that
players not only develop as athletes but also grow as indivi-
duals with strong moral character and resilience, both on
and off the field.

The findings of the study align with existing literature on
coaches playing a vital role in instilling moral character and
fair play in athletes. Mills60 suggests a Values-Based

Coaching (VBC) framework emphasising ethicality, excel-
lence, and empowerment. While the South African Women’s
Rugby coaches and players did not explicitly mention these
three E’s, their insights resonate with VBC principles.
Beyond character-building, effective coaching requires skills
like leadership, problem-solving, decision-making, planning,
and instructional abilities.61 Coaches possessing these skills
guide players to success. Moreover, consistency between a
coach’s words and actions is crucial for the coach-athlete rela-
tionship.62 Feedback from coaches and players indicates that
coaches’ actions align with their words. For example, S&C
Coach JP’s emphasis on family aligns with Monique’s
mention of promoting sisterhood, reflecting the coach’s focus
on strong team relationships. The study emphasises an athlete-
centred approach, as seen in how coaches delegate leadership
to senior players who decide on team values. This approach
has parallels in youth soccer.62

Drawing on the soccer Sport Education Model,62 an
athlete-centered approach63 represents a fundamental shift
in coaching. The same study of youth soccer found
coaches’ and players’ experiences influence perceptions
of athlete-centered coaching, challenging the balance with
team-centered approaches. Coaching’s complex nature
makes executing pedagogical methods challenging, with
coaches adopting various styles, including maintaining dis-
tance or emphasising supportive relationships.

The study delved into the multifaceted field of coaching effi-
cacy and its translation into coaching effectiveness within the
dynamic landscape of South African Women’s Rugby, a
domain still in its nascent stages of development. In exploring
this intricate relationship, the research examined how coaches’
beliefs in their abilities intersected with the tangible outcomes
of their coaching behaviours and strategies. Against the back-
drop of the inherent complexity in sports coaching, characterised
by ambiguity and dynamic micro-political environments, the
investigation aimed to shed light on the nuanced interplay
between coaching efficacy and effectiveness. By navigating
through the thematic dimensions of coaching efficacy and
their corresponding outcomes, the study offers insights into the
intricate dynamics shaping coaching practices and their impact
on player development, satisfaction, and performance.

Future studies could gather diverse stakeholder perspec-
tives, categorise coaches based on roles, and explore how
coaches’ backgrounds relate to coaching efficacy dimen-
sions. Moreover, longitudinal research could examine the
long-term impact of coaching strategies on player develop-
ment and performance. Additionally, exploring gender
dynamics in coaching, particularly comparing the efficacy
and effectiveness of women’s and male coaches, would
be valuable. Further research could also assess how external
support systems, like mentorship programmes and profes-
sional development, enhance coaching efficacy and effect-
iveness. The study’s limitations encompass a few factors
that warrant consideration. Firstly, the sample size of 28
women players and 8 coaches, while offering valuable
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insights, may not comprehensively represent the entirety of
perspectives within South African Women’s Rugby.
Moreover, the findings’ applicability may be confined to
the specific context of South African Women’s Rugby,
necessitating caution in extrapolating them to other
regions or sports contexts without further validation.
Additionally, the choice of conducting semi-structured
online interviews could have impacted the depth of inter-
action compared to face-to-face interviews, potentially
influencing the richness of the collected data. Finally, the
absence of perspectives from team managers and perform-
ance analysts also warrants as a limitation.

Based on the findings of our study, Table 2 provides a
summary of how coaching efficacy is practically estab-
lished, as perceived by both players and coaches. Organised
into three main sections, the table offers valuable insights

into different aspects of coaching efficacy. The first section
details the key dimensions and related themes of coaching effi-
cacy. The second section categorises tangible outcomes into
coaching behaviour, player/team satisfaction, and perform-
ance and player/team efficacy. Coaching behaviour includes
actions like feedback methods and training session structuring.
Player/team satisfaction measures contentment and fulfilment,
while performance and player/team efficacy capture the
impact on performance and collective belief in abilities. The
final section, recommendations for translating coaching effi-
cacy into coaching effectiveness, offers practical strategies
for coaches, such as professional development opportunities,
specific coaching practices, fostering a positive team culture,
and seeking player feedback. These findings highlight the
importance of a multifaceted coaching approach, enabling
coaches to assess and improve their effectiveness, and

Table 2. Summarises the practical manifestation of coaching efficacy as perceived by players and coaches and recommendations for

translating coaching efficacy into effectiveness.

Coaching Efficacy related themes

Coaching Efficacy outcomes in terms of coaching

behaviour, player/team satisfaction and

performance and player/team efficacy

Recommendations for translating

coaching efficacy into coaching

effectiveness

1. Theme 1: Motivation efficacy
Sub-theme: a motivational climate
created by the coach and

Sub-theme: a motivational climate
experienced by the players

• Motivational climate is important for coaches to

do their work.

• Coaches use multiple ways to motivate players.

• Players are aware that coaches use more

extrinsic motivation.

• A motivational climate is also driven by senior/

experienced players of the group

• A need for a balance between

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation

(awareness)

2. Theme 2: Technique efficacy
Sub-theme: coaching the physical,
technical, and tactical aspects of the
game

• Overwhelming to coach and learn multiple

aspects of the game to varying experience levels.

• Coaches are fairly confident in their ability and

players appreciate coaching efforts to

accommodate them.

• Players appreciate breaking down skills

• Resources required to assist in

teaching the physical, technical and

tactical aspects of the game

3. Theme 3: Game strategy
efficacy
Sub-theme: guiding the team toward
successful outcomes

• Closely related to Technique efficacy

• Coaches are confident in their ability despite

challenges.

• Coaches became more reflexive about their

practice on this topic.

• Highlighting patience and creativity as a skill to

coach Women’s Rugby players

• Players and coaches refer to the coach-athlete

relationship as an important factor in

contributing to guiding the team to success

• Physical demonstrations and multiple

teaching strategies are required.

• A simplified method of teaching

• Consequences of men coaching

Women’s Rugby players

• The use of positive and sensitive

language

4. Theme 4: Character-building
efficacy
Sub-theme: cultivating a positive
environment for holistic development and
sportswomanship

• The impact of the coach extends beyond the

training session.

• Coaches and players appreciate a welcoming

environment.

• Both coaches and players contribute to creating

a positive environment

• Character-building results from both on-field

and off-field factors

• Values are important to both players and

coaches (ie., sisterhood/family)

• Male coaches coaching women

• Values-Based Coaching

• Athlete-centred approach

• Coach-athlete relationship is

important.

• Ethics and professionalism

• Gender equity and equality
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helping teams design programmes to enhance coaching
quality and player satisfaction.

Conclusion
This study aimed to provide valuable insights into coaching
effectiveness by examining the correlation between
coaches’ belief in their ability to influence athlete learning
and performance (coaching efficacy) and the actual
impact of their coaching behaviours and strategies on ath-
letes. It explored whether coaches’ perceived competence
in various coaching efficacy domains aligns with tangible
results such as athlete performance, satisfaction, skill devel-
opment, and overall positive outcomes.

The findings align with the holistic nature of effective
coaching as outlined by Feltz et al.,46 emphasising not only
technical and tactical proficiency but also interpersonal skills,
motivational strategies, and character development in coach-
ing. A notable observation lies in the apparent congruence
between Feltz’s efficacy domains and those proposed by
Nash and colleagues, alongside the commonly perceived effi-
cacy by players and coaches in this study. Feltz delineates
four dimensions: Motivation, Game Strategy, Technique, and
Character-Building Efficacy, while Nash et al. articulate
these as a long-term approach, an authentic coaching environ-
ment, quality versus quantity in training, and a learning envir-
onment, respectively. Across the four dimensions of coaching
efficacy, important findings emerge, each with implications for
enhancing coaching practices and player development. In
terms of motivation efficacy, coaches play a crucial role in fos-
tering a motivational climate, with a tendency towards extrinsic
motivation. However, there is a call from players for a balance
between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation to sustain players’
motivation effectively. Technique efficacy presents challenges
in teaching diverse skill levels within the team, but coaches
exhibit confidence and adaptability, while players value
efforts to tailor skills to their needs. Game strategy efficacy
highlights the resilience of coaches in guiding teams towards
success despite challenges, emphasising reflectiveness,
patience, and creativity, alongside nurturing the coach-athlete
relationship. Character-building efficacy highlights the holistic
impact of coaches on players, extending beyond training ses-
sions. Coaches and players contribute to fostering a positive
environment, emphasising core values such as sisterhood and
inclusivity. The study builds on existing literature on coaching
women players while also providing new insights for coaches
in the specific South African context. Recommendations
include fostering a balanced motivational climate, providing
resources for technical teaching, nurturing relationships, and
promoting VBC and gender equity. Incorporating these
insights into future coaching development frameworks can
lead to transformative impacts on coaching practices, ensuring
a supportive and effective environment for the holistic develop-
ment of women’s rugby players in South Africa.
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