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Abstract 

Coaches have a unique opportunity to positively influence the lives of athletes by how they plan, 

guide, and react to the coach-athlete relationship. The coach and the athletes need to become aware 

of the principles and values they intend to live by to facilitate an effective team culture. It’s important 

for coaches, particularly head coaches, to be aware that leaders will likely face some resistance. How 

they deal with it is imperative to long-term success and job satisfaction. The purpose of this article 

was to better equip coaches with ideas and strategies for how to navigate the role they play. Factors 

such as the coach’s mind-set, organizational skills, building relationships, and the willingness to 

honor the principles and values they believe in, are essential. The result is a coach that has a vision 

and a greater sense of being in control of the direction of the team. It also gives team members a better 

understanding of expectations and the guidelines for the team environment. 
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Introduction 

So, you want to be a head coach? You might understand the game, but do you understand 

leadership? What about the administrative side of being a head coach and the people management 

side of it? There are many facets of being a head coach, a lot more than most people are aware of. 

After being a head coach for more than 35 years, I better understand now why being an assistant 

coach is likely to aid you in being prepared to be a head coach. You get to see up close what the head 

coach position looks like. However, it’s a whole different level to be the head coach from being the 

assistant coach. It’s more like a two level jump up if you do not have much, or any, assistant coaching 

experience.   

I had to learn how to be a head coach thru experience alone. There was no coaching course 

I took or a mentoring program to help guide me. I felt I knew the game of tennis well, but I was very 

interested in continuing to learn more about the game. Applying sport psychology concepts with the 

teams was also an area I was interested in learning about. I went on to work for decades at learning 

more about the technical, tactical, and psychological side of the game. Through experience as a head 

coach, I learned you cannot satisfy all the people all the time. It is one thing to see it as an assistant 

coach. It is another thing to live it. 

The purpose of this article is to share with coaches how to prepare, what to include, and how 

to navigate the arena of being a head coach of a team that has many players and parents that are 

invested in the decisions you make. If you want to minimize pitfalls (you cannot completely avoid 

them), and navigate the coaching experience with more enjoyment, then my hope is you will find the 

recommendations below worthwhile.   
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Develop a Coaching Philosophy 

I believe every coach should become clear on their coaching philosophy. They should 

understand why they are doing what they do, what they want to accomplish by doing it, and how they 

plan to get there. The “why, what, & how” philosophy needs to value more than just the outcome.  

Striving to win as a group is typically a goal, as I feel it should be. Players, coaches, parents, and fans 

want to win. Let’s embrace that and not minimize it. The outcome matters, as winning can bring great 

satisfaction, and sometimes euphoria. Many athletes or coaches embrace being challenged physically, 

mentally, emotionally, and in some cases even spiritually. But there needs to be more to it for all 

involved than just the outcome. What about the journey, the camaraderie, the preparing together for 

a common cause? The value of the process should be considered in establishing your coaching 

philosophy. It’s both the striving together on the team journey and the outcome that should matter. 

Have a “We” or “Me” Perspective 

 My emphasis in coaching is that it is a “we” thing.  It’s not a “me” thing. We are in it together. 

I’ve got a hat I wear from time to time that says, “Embrace the Journey.”  The players know my 

preference is for us to embrace it together. It’s a choice. The choice comes down to can the coach 

influence the player to buy into a team approach. The coach needs to emphasize what the team can 

accomplish together, while still valuing the individual and individual accomplishments.   

I want a competitive and collaborative approach to our journey. A competitive approach 

means there needs to be competition from within to perform better against the true opponents. Team 

members make each other better competitors by this internal competition. The coach needs to 

emphasize the benefits of competing for a starting position. Team members need to be taught the 

“why” on the importance of the competitive approach. The collaborative approach is equally 

important. The coach needs to build relationships and facilitate player collaboration. An authoritarian 
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approach will not work long-term. The coach needs to leave themselves a bit vulnerable to be open 

to input from players on the team. This is not a weakness. It’s a strength that can lead to a better 

journey. The one caveat to this is the players need to realize and respect who is ultimately in charge.   

In short, the coach needs to lead, but the coach needs the team leaders to help lead with the 

coach. The “team leaders” can be elected, selected, or evolve. I’ve never used the phrase an athlete 

played for me. I don’t want them playing for me. I want them playing for us. This promotes a better 

team atmosphere. 

Core Values 

 I believe each team should have core values that are discussed at the beginning of the season. 

These core values can be established top-down (coach to players) or bottom-up (players input with 

coach guidance) or an agreement from both directions. I feel so strongly about the core values that 

were established a few years ago that I want them to be accepted each year for both the girls’ and the 

boys’ tennis teams. They were established by both me and the players. It’s important to not have too 

many of them. The core values for the Rock Bridge Tennis Teams define our desired team culture.  

They are in two categories: 

Category 1: How We Treat Each Other: 1) Respect & 2) Teamwork 

Category 2: What We Aspire to Show: 1) Commitment & 2) Fighting Spirit 

Coach Loeb’s Core Values Defined 

Respect. This is paramount for a worthy journey win or lose. Is there respect among all 

interested parties affiliated with the team? The coach does not have complete control over this, but 

they do have influence. The coach needs to lead by example in showing respect and in expecting it 

from others toward the coach and toward each other. The coach needs to step up and address it if it is 

not there. Note: I taught a sport psychology course for 9 years. In a student poll conducted each year, 

respect was found to be the #1 contributing factor in developing a positive culture on these student 
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athlete’s various sports teams.  

Teamwork. It’s a given that team members should strive to work together for a common cause.  

The harder part is will they. You have individuals that have their own wants and needs. The coach is 

asking them to value team success and to help each other get better, which in some cases will 

supersede their own personal goals of being a starter. This is not always an easy sell, particularly in 

an individual sport like tennis. But it can happen in any team sport. A couple years ago I asked a 

player to show up to the weekly summer practices to help each other get better. I told her how the 

high school basketball team had a high level of attendance at their summer work outs. She said, 

“coach, we are not basketball.” The coach needs to challenge team members to value the team concept. 

Commitment. The boys’ basketball coach at the high school where I coach told me a decade 

or so ago, “Some people are committed if it’s convenient.” It’s the truth. The coach needs to hold 

players accountable when it’s inconvenient. This means the coach must be willing to guide, correct, 

and at times initiate uncomfortable conversations when the commitment to the group is not there.  

Some examples of showing commitment include being on time for practice, doing the dynamic stretch 

warm-up routine and the practice with the proper level of intensity, and having a good attitude. The 

coach should look to catch individuals and the team doing things right and acknowledge it. This can 

be overlooked by many coaches. The coach should look to give specific feedback and encouragement 

when things are done right. This serves as motivation for the athlete. 

Fighting Spirit. This is a requirement for individual and team success if you care about 

winning. There are some teams with primarily a recreational and cooperative team environment and 

other teams that have a competitive, yet still collaborative environment. The coach needs to calculate 

which direction the team is willing to go. I as a coach always wants a team with a fighting spirit. That 

is why it’s a core value. The coach may need to utilize the team leaders to help lead others in that 

direction. There are times in competition the coach may need to challenge a player to “enter the 
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competitive fight.” Because that is what it is out there. Conversely, there might be times when the 

coach needs to reel in the emotional side of the competitive fight in a player if they become 

emotionally out of balance. 

The coach and/or the team need to determine the core values, define what they mean, and 

review them periodically for the core values to maintain value. It’s the responsibility of the coach to 

make this happen. 

Coach For Life, Not Just Sport 

 A coach should take as a high compliment when a parent or player values the life skills and 

character development the coach is trying to instill in the student-athlete. I had a parent of an incoming 

freshman girl for August 2022 tell me she wants her daughter to play on the team because of the life 

lessons she heard I teach the players. That meant a lot more to me than if she had said I heard you 

make them better tennis players. The life skills comment has an enduring meaning for life, which 

transcends sports.   

My goal is to help them become a better tennis player to help us be successful now. Striving 

to win does matter. But the transformational goal, and superior goal, is to help them be better equipped 

to deal with the challenges in life and have a life they can be proud of. To achieve both goals, there 

are times the coach must have truthful conversations, with student-athletes or parents. Truthful or 

sometimes, uncomfortable conversations, may not win the coach a popularity contest, but you need 

to be willing to go there despite it. This fosters personal growth for both the coach and the student-

athlete.   

It is important how the coach approaches a conversation, more than if the coach enters a 

conversation. The coach needs to remain calm and stay poised whether the conversation is in person 

or via email or text in the tone and words they use. The coach still needs to hold strong in honoring 

their principles and values, yet still listen openly to the feedback. In some cases, possibly many, the 
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player or parent may be too emotionally invested or ego-driven to be willing to accept the coach’s 

perspective. In this case, the coach cannot win, and they need to accept they have entered a “Agree 

to Disagree” situation. You cannot make someone see your perspective and agree with it. One 

suggestion that I’ve learned the hard way – do not engage in lengthy emails or repeat emails trying 

to convince someone else to see your point of view. It’s a long and tedious path that often leads 

nowhere. The other person deserves an explanation, but not a manuscript or lengthy speech.   

Pre-Season General Information & Guidelines 

It’s important at the beginning of the season to go over the general information for the team 

and any guidelines to live by. Things like forms to be filled out, practice times, criteria for who makes 

the team, starting line-up determination, what warrants line-up changes, coaching philosophy, and 

more. Then when you come across a circumstance where someone has not read it, you can direct 

them to it in writing. I got the idea of having guidelines, rather than rules, from Coach Mike 

Krzyzewski, the legendary Duke basketball coach. Rules can be inflexible in some situations. There 

are times the specific situation warrants some flexibility in the coach’s decision. Consequently, 

guidelines give the coach more autonomy to make decisions that benefit the team or take into 

consideration extenuating circumstances. 

Reflect on Impactful Moments of Your Life – Let Them Mold You 

In May 2005 my father was in his final days of losing his struggle with leukemia. I drove to 

St. Louis, MO to see him on the eve of the Boys Team State Final Four. I told him I was leaving to 

coach our team in the Final Four the next day and that I would be back. He could not speak. He was 

in the process of dying. I did not know if he would still be alive upon my return 24 hours later. I drove 

to Springfield, MO and arrived at 11:00 p.m. The next day our team finished fourth. I have never been 

a fan of fourth in the Final Four. We have only come fourth 4 times in 21 Boys State Final Four 

appearances. This was one of them. But the reality of life and death in real life diminished the impact 
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of life and death in sport to nothing. I drove back to St. Louis that night to tell my dad the results.  

He nodded that he had heard me. That was the last acknowledgment I ever got from him.   

I had not let him down. He was so proud of me for finding my passion in life, the joy it 

brought me, and the success we had. He died the next day. That experience drove home the impact of 

the journey.  That striving to win is good, but it’s the journey in life and the journey that teams’ go 

on that create memories that enrich one’s life. My dad did not come to know the future success we 

would go on to have after his death. But he was keenly aware of the success up until 2005.  

Whenever we have won a state title since then, I raise the trophy above my head in the direction of 

St. Louis and look to the sky and hope he and my mother can see it. It’s a deeply intense spiritual 

moment. I highly encourage all coaches to reflect on the impactful memories in their life. Then to 

allow those memories to mold them into being a better coach, and a better person. 

Coaches Should Reflect on and Share Favorite Quotes 

I suggest coaches keep a log of some of their favorite quotes or mental training beliefs (e. g. 

mental toughness, confidence, focus, etc.) to reflect upon for themselves and to share with the team.  

These quotes or reflective thoughts can help keep you grounded in what you want to emphasize for 

yourself or with the team. Listed below are some of the reflective thoughts or beliefs that I keep in 

mind for me as a coach followed by the reason why.  They are mostly from conversations with 

coaches or athletic directors that I have paraphrased into a succinct statement.  Also, see my book, 

ACE Your Way, for 100 reflective quotes for using with athletes. 

What matters most is how you see yourself (author unknown).  

Why? This emphasizes the value of standing up for your principles and values despite the 

inevitable resistance you will get from others at various times. Found on the office wall of Gary Pinkel; 

Hall of Fame Football Coach- University of Missouri.   
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Sometimes being the head coach can be a lonely position. 

Why? This emphasizes the vulnerability even successful coaches may feel at times. It’s okay 

to feel vulnerable and do it anyway.   

Some of them you need to coach and some of them you need to stay out of their way. 

Why? You don’t coach all athletes the same way. Some athletes are more coachable than 

others and some athletes perform better with less feedback. Do not become a micro-manager.   

Be firm, fair, and friendly. 

Why? There are times you need to be firm, yet you should still be friendly and have a 

relationship with the athletes. You strive to be fair, yet you realize not everyone will see it your way. 

Go ahead and hate me. 

Why? This gets back to the Gary Pinkel quote but stated more bluntly. The point is you cannot 

let emotionally charged naysayers undermine what you believe in. Furthermore, you don’t have to 

get emotionally invested in return. This is like the first reflective thought above but stated more 

bluntly. 

You leave yourself vulnerable when you care more than they do. 

Why? Most coaches that are passionate about what they do and are fully invested, will care 

more than some or most of the athletes. And that does not necessarily mean they don’t care enough.  

Give it your all anyway.   

You can hold kids accountable, but never take away their dignity. 

Why? You should hold athletes accountable, but never take away their dignity by berating 

them personally.   

The goal is to win, but your why for coaching needs to go beyond that. 

Why? Winning is an important goal in competitive athletics. Don’t hide from acknowledging 

it. Winning does matter. But there needs to be more to why you coach. Figure it out and lean into it 
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by seeing a broader reason beyond winning itself.  Both winning and your why matter. 

If you did not handle a situation well with a student or athlete, then own up to it and tell them. 

Why? This teaches the student/athlete how to handle it when they were in the wrong. This 

teaches younger people to acknowledge their own imperfections. It also makes the coach more 

approachable. 

My favorite two quotes: 

“Go confidently in the direction of your dreams.” Henry David Thoreau, 1854 

Why? Confidence is such an important part of achieving success.  Take the risk to believe in 

yourself.  Dream of things you want to accomplish and then do the hard part, go after them. 

“Don’t let the resistance stop you.” Ben Loeb, 2021 

Why? Resistance is inevitable when you are in a leadership position. The resistance can either 

consume you and undermine your happiness or you can learn to deal with it. There is no course for 

this.  Experience and awareness can help you learn how to manage the resistance. 

Utilize these reflective thoughts/beliefs and plus quotes you discover, to give yourself as a 

coach, an anchor on how to better understand where you are coming from as a coach. This can be 

very helpful in guiding your decisions, especially when you face resistance.   

Mental Health Awareness 

We have a mental health crisis going on in the United States and in many countries around the 

world. There are student-athletes that have taken their lives over the stressors they face in the athletic 

arena and the harm it can do to self-esteem. One of the former student-athletes on the tennis team 

shared with me that she felt the self-esteem of about 90% of the athletes on the college team she 

played on was directly tied to their on-court results. The team results were not particularly good, and 

thus the self-esteem of the players was low. Some players went on to quit the team. 

The point of this is for coaches to try to help athletes separate the on-court results from who 
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they are as a person. The athlete is a person who plays that sport, but it is not all of who they are.  

Coaches should assist athletes in getting help if the separation between athlete and person is too much 

for the athlete to handle.   

 

Conclusion 

Being a head coach can be a very rewarding and fulfilling experience. The coach can inspire 

athletes for sport and for life in a positive team culture. This is an important role to have to influence 

the development of young people. The striving together, the building of relationships, and the chasing 

of common goals is an enriching experience. The winning and losing together has a greater impact 

on most people than doing it alone. There is a great sense of satisfaction when you find shared success 

and there can be a strong support system when you fall short. The word “team” is powerful when the 

coaches and players function that way.   

Coaching also has its stressors and challenging times. The head coach will face internal 

challenges as they deal with time management and the striving to reach goals (i. e. winning). The 

coach will face external challenges in dealing with the athletes, and possibly with parents or fans.  

It’s your preparation and how you implement the vision of your principles and values that will help 

determine your success in navigating the season. 

I firmly believe the role of a coach is an honor and a privilege, and something one should be 

proud of. It also carries with it a huge responsibility. A responsibility I encourage you to embrace.  

This career has been very rewarding for me. My hope is the recommendations from this article will 

help you navigate your way more effectively. Best wishes on your continued journey in this special 

profession. 
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