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There is undoubtedly a strong link between the time spent practicing a skill and improvement 

in performance of that skill. Research shows big improvements are made during the initial 

periods of practice, with further improvement requiring the investment of more and more 

hours for gradually smaller and smaller advances. But for elite and developing triathletes, who 

participate in a 3 discipline sport which already demands a lot from them, ‘time’ cannot be 

the sole solution to improve skill. There is simply not enough of it. Consequently, a targeted, 

thoughtful and progressive approach to skill learning is required because ‘how’ you practice 

is much more important than ‘how much’ you practice.  

 

Based on scientific research and applied experience, the following document explores coach 

behaviour and the design of training to encourage the development of skill. The document is 

written specifically for triathlon, which is of particular importance because the sport is 

evolving. No longer is triathlon purely a race of ‘physiological engines’; instead skill, the ability 

of athletes to adapt to the demands of each race, course, condition and competitor is 

becoming a prerequisite for success. 

 

The document is separated into 5 sections: 

• The definition of skill  

• Performance versus learning 

• The role of the coach 

• Training design framework 

• Feedback 

 

Each section explores coaching and teaching on a continuum. Coaching is not a right or wrong, 

black or white, decision making process. Instead the ‘art’ of coaching is working in the grey 

area in-between. But while coaching can be described as an ‘art’, it is important that coaching 

knowledge is underpinned by a sound understanding of the science of learning. This 

document aims to help coaches become more aware of how their behaviour shapes athlete 

development; providing reasoning for the shades of grey applied to each athlete, each day, 

for each exercise. 
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The Definition of Skill 

Whereas technique is the specific movement adopted to perform a task, skill is defined by the 

flexibility to use multiple techniques to perform a given task. Skilled athletes have the ability 

to adapt technique to successfully complete a task no matter the situation or context.  

 

A traditional view of technique suggests that there is one specific way to perform a task the 

‘best’. As a result, traditional skill training aims to have the athlete repeat this perfect 

movement as often as possible to ‘program’ the body and brain to do it. Unfortunately, the 

problem with this view in the dynamic sport environment is that there is no ‘one technique 

to rule them all’. Research shows that despite some movements being considered more or 

less efficient or effective, elite athlete’s movement patterns are not repeatable. Instead, they 

are individualized by the athlete for each facet of the sport, and are adapted each repetition 

based on the performance context. 

 

“There is no such thing as a ‘one size fits all’ approach to technique. We need to work with 

each athlete’s individual strengths and weaknesses to build their own technique.” 

- Keith Davids, Chris Button, Simon Bennett 

 

 

What the Science Says: 
 

Based on scientific approaches of the 1980’s, the assumption was made that individual 
variability in movement patterns was ‘noise’ and not an important issue in understanding 
behaviour. When performing complex skills, initial interpretation of movement variability 

was that it was detrimental to performance and something to be eradicated. 
 

However, more recent research has demonstrated that even after many years of training 
the most elite of athletes cannot reproduce identical movement patterns. This suggests 

previous ideas of motor invariance were incorrect and simplistic. Instead, a more evolved 
understanding of variability has emerged. Termed ‘functional variability’, minor 

adjustments in the movement system are actually used by individuals to adapt to the 
changing task and environment over time to maintain system efficiency and reduce 

injury risk.  
 

Variability is seen as essential in functional coordination as it provides flexibility to adapt 
effectively to changes in the dynamic environments in which we operate. 
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Let’s consider the movement of running. Across a squad of triathletes, it is safe to say that 

there is not one stride length and one stride cadence to suit all of them. Height, muscle 

structure, hip flexibility, previous coaching, and developmental history are just a few 

elements which will shape each athletes’ own ‘ideal’ running technique. In addition, each 

individual will need adaptability within their technique to account for the variety of factors 

they may face in competition. For example, how does their cadence change after a heavy 

bike? What about cadence at kilometer 1 versus kilometer 9, uphill or downhill, on grass or 

concrete, in the heat or the rain, closing the gap to the leaders out of transition or moving 

efficiently through the middle kilometers?  

  

An understanding begins to build which highlights that technique is not as simple as right or 

wrong, instead it is heavily based on context. Therefore, when the task of coaching is 

examined it is emphasized that the goal is to prepare athletes for racing; to help athletes 

become skilled at running in triathlons, not just learning to run. 

 

“We learned how to play golf, we didn’t learn how to swing a club…” 

- Shane Lowry 

 

 

 

To clarify, this does not mean coaches should throw out the biomechanics textbook. Athletes 

may still need to learn to run with a higher cadence, reduce arm movement, or change foot 

placement to reduce injury or increase performance. But the textbook should act only as a 

guide to inspire athletes to try a variety of techniques in the search for the one (or many) 

solution(s) best suited to their own individual quirks and contexts in which they need to 

perform.  

Key Point: 
 

Triathletes are all different shapes and sizes, have different strengths, weaknesses, 
backgrounds and development levels.  

 
As a result they all have their own solutions to challenges, and individual paths to get 

there. 
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Performance versus Learning 

One of the most critical distinctions a coach can make is whether what they witness in athlete 

skill progression is a change in ‘performance’ or a change in ‘learning’. Performance is the 

measurement of skill in a single snapshot, whereas learning is the measurement of skill over 

an extended time period. By measuring (or analyzing) skill over an extended time period 

coaches are able to test that skill is consistent regardless of context, and therefore applicable 

in competition settings. 

 

It is important that coaches understand that coaching behaviour and training design can 

effect performance, learning, or both. For example, one of the biggest understandings 

emerging from current research is that success (improved performance) during training is not 

necessary to increase long-term learning. In fact, mistakes are as, or more valuable in training 

than success because they provide opportunities to learn.  

 

A traditional approach to learning would aim for multiple successful repetitions of the same 

movement. But while large improvements in short-term performance would be evident (and 

encourage us that we are making a big difference), this approach develops long-term learning 

very, very slowly. Instead, variability in task and challenge within training creates more 

mistakes and less immediate performance improvement in training, but much faster long-

term learning outcomes which are applicable in competition. 

 

“When it comes to creative endeavors the concept of zero failures is counterproductive. We 

must see experimentation as necessary and productive, not frustrating and time consuming” 

- Ed Catmull 

 

Coaches must challenge themselves to be patient during training, allowing athlete learning to 

evolve rather than getting caught up in short-term performance success. Avoid mistaking 

success or failure at one repetition or one training session as a guide for learning. Instead, 

encourage athletes to reflect of their performance and use questioning to explore if they have 

a better understanding of themselves and the task they were trying to achieve. 
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Whereas short-term performance can be manipulated by coaches relatively easily, 

encouraging long-term athlete learning is far more nuanced. This is because performance at 

training can be achieved by ‘doing’, while learning at training requires athlete 

‘understanding’. Doing can be achieved through passive inattention by the athlete, whereas 

understanding requires active engagement in the problem solving process. For example, we 

can instruct an athlete to repeat a simple technique, reducing errors with each repetition. But 

unless the athlete is able to reflect on what they have done, how they have achieved it, why 

it matters and how it applies in different contexts, long-term learning cannot be achieved.  

 

Instead of being satisfied with short-term success, coaches are encouraged to continually 

challenge athletes to solve problems rather than repeating successful movements. After all, 

if an athlete is successful at doing something, is there any point in doing it again? 

 

“The essence of training is to allow error without consequence” 

- Orson Scott Card 

Illustrating Reality: 
 

Have you ever worked closely with an athlete on something, feel like you have nailed it, 
only to return the next training session and be back to square 1? You are left to shake 

your head, wondering how on earth the athlete could forget everything you both 
worked so hard on. 

 
If the answer is yes, it is likely because your approach encouraged short-term 

performance instead of long-term learning. It is easy to be fooled by someone’s 
improved performance, believing it represents long-term learning.  

 
To combat this we must ensure that as coaches we appreciate that learning requires 
athlete understanding, not just doing. Learning is a long-term outlook which requires 

athlete ownership and engagement with the problem.  
 

The best way to test learning versus performance gains is by changing the context of the 
task or increasing its difficulty. For example, you think your athlete has learned a 

running technique? Try it under fatigue, at a different speed, in the rain, or while racing 
a teammate to see if the change has really stuck. 
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The Role of the Coach: Educator and Instructor or Guide and Facilitator? 

 

“Teaching is more than imparting knowledge. Instead it is about inspiring change. Learning 

is more than absorbing facts, it is about acquiring understanding.” 

- William Arthur Ward 

 

A traditional view of a coach in sporting contexts is that of an instructor. Their role was to give 

orders and directions to improve athlete performance, passing down their knowledge to the 

next generation. This coach has a model of elite performance which they aim to shape and 

mold the athlete into, encouraging rote memorization and repetition. The limitation of this 

approach is the inability to create athletes capable of performing under pressure and in 

different contexts.  

 

The prevailing contemporary view of a coach is that of a guide and facilitator. Their role is to 

provide opportunities for athletes to improve their own performance, preparing the new 

generation for the changes that are to come, readying them to create solutions to yet 

unknown problems. The coach requires 

questioning and creative thinking from athletes, 

encouraging individuals to find novel solutions to 

deal with the unpredictability ahead. This coach 

has an understanding of elite performance, and 

guides each athlete through their own path to it.  

 

Interestingly, this updated understanding of 

what a coach is; the facilitator and enhancer of individual’s capabilities, correlates with what 

we admire in great coaches. Personal qualities, communication skills, understanding people, 

and transforming individuals is what great coaches such as Phil Jackson, Alex Ferguson, 

Wayne Bennett and Ric Charlesworth are renowned for. Legendary coaches challenge and 

encourage individuals to be as great as they can be, encouraging the individual’s strengths 

and personal traits to help athletes become the best version of themselves they can be.  
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An Applied Example: 
 

Jamie Turner provides an example of a coach who encourages athletes to take control 
of their own learning and development. He teaches and trains his athletes to be 

independent and think for themselves. The following is a quote from elite triathlete 
Aaron Royle on his reflections on Jamie’s coaching style: 

 
“Jamie isn’t the type of coach who gives you the answers or creates solutions for all your 
problems. He’s a believer in each athlete taking ownership of their training, their careers 

and their decisions. He’s there to steer you in the right direction”. 
 

“Let me give you an example of how that works in practical terms with training. Swim 
sessions are rarely on time cycles and recovery between efforts on the bike and run is 

always up to you.  A common response from Jamie when athletes ask, “What’s the 
recovery?” is “Whatever it takes to achieve the outcome of the session.” He outlines the 

outcomes for the session and then leaves it up to you as to how you achieve this 
outcome. And the way I achieve it may be different to the way Ryan or Jake or Brendan 

achieves it.” 
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Coaching can be viewed on a continuum from directed (instructed and controlled) to free play 

(athletes playing by themselves). Directed coaching is alluring because it makes big 

differences in the short-term, however, the lack of transferability and resistance to pressure 

highlights the limitation of coaching in this manner. If we tell someone what to do they will 

do it then and there, but the effect is limited in its ability to change behavior or generate 

learning in the long-term. On the other end of the spectrum, simply leaving athletes to play, 

while effective in creating pressure resistant behaviors, requires such extended time to learn 

skills, caused by the lack of training focus, that it is simply unfeasible in elite sport pathways.  

 

Instead, we emphasize guided discovery as a coaching method. This can be viewed as a 

combination of direct instruction and free play. In guided discovery the coach creates a 

specific learning environment which is targeted for the improvements the athlete requires. 

Within this environment the athlete can play, experiment and make mistakes, and is 

encouraged to self-reflect on outcomes to learn about their own sport performance. 

 

 

In guided discovery the coach aims to empower the athlete, creating an individual who is 

engaged in their own learning and development process. The aim is to create an environment 

which encourages the athlete to be reflective, problem solve, and ultimately responsible for 

their own performance every single repetition. To enable this, a coach must create an 

environment for learning to take place, then step back to provide space for athlete to take 

ownership of the solution. In giving the athlete ownership, in return, they must take 

responsibility for their own learning and development. 

 

Instructional 
Approach 

Rate of Change 
Permanency of 

Change 
Pressure Resistance 

Direct Instruction Fast Weak Weak 

Guided Discovery Moderate Strong Strong 

Free Play Slow Moderate Strong 
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“Coaching is one thing and one thing only: It is creating an environment so the player has an 

opportunity to be successful (in the long term). That is your job as a coach. When you teach 

them to do that get out of their way.” 

- Chip Kelly 

 

 

 

The coaching challenge in guided discovery is to design a training environment which provides 

the athlete with the opportunity to experience what they need to, in order to learn the skills 

required for racing. Research by Karl Newell highlights that without a specific task goal in 

training the benefits of learning cannot be realized. Therefore, in training design coaches must 

always answer the question ‘what do I want each athlete to get better at?’ and be targeted, 

focused and design training accordingly. 

What the Science Says 
 

There is scientific merit in the process known as ‘guided discovery’.  
 

While ‘change’ in performance is evident quickly with direct instruction, it is short lived 
and has limited transferability. Instead, guided discovery highlights that the coach’s role 

is not so much to give advice, but to challenge, support and encourage the learner as 
they come to their own conclusions. When solutions are self-generated, they are more 

adaptable, durable and stand up to the pressure of competition. 
 

Although increased feedback has a role in the early stages of learning, this needs to be 
withdrawn over time to avoid athlete dependence. This withdrawal should occur as 

quickly as possible, as research highlights that the biggest limitation of direct instruction 
is that when it is changed or removed (such as in competition), performance can fall 

apart. 
 

 For example, if the athlete receives constant coach feedback during training as to what 
is right and wrong, what the answer is and how to solve it, how then are they expected 

to correct themselves during a race when that feedback is absent? If the athlete has 
never learned the skill of self-analysis and self-correction, how can they do it under the 

pressure of racing?  
 

Coaches should aim to guide rather than instruct athletes, helping them to them to find 
their own solutions for the performance challenges posed for them at training. 
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An Applied Example: Increase Running Cadence 
 

In a facilitative training environment the coach’s role was to design training which 
required multiple changes in cadence, and the athlete was responsible for taking 

ownership of the technique change to achieve this. 
 

By having the coach focus on the task (changing cadence), instead of how to do it, it 
placed sole responsibility for change with the athlete, immediately putting the athlete 

at the center of the learning process.  
 

Over 4 x ‘tempo’ runs spanning a 2-week period, cadence (slowest, slower, normal, 
faster, fastest) was changed randomly throughout the run to help the athlete ‘feel’ 

cadence change. The goal was for the athlete to reflect on how they technically make 
the change, where in their body they ‘feel’ different cadences, and whether their 

‘normal’ cadence was the most efficient.  
 

Following this a ‘tempo trainer’ (beeping metronome) was used in a ‘tempo’ session at 
various speeds to provide confirmation for the athlete that their ‘feel’ matched reality. 

It was also used to further exaggerate faster and slower cadences. Feedback for the 
athlete is all contained within their success or otherwise of matching the ‘beeps’. 

 
The athlete was then challenged to use different cadences in different triathlon running 
contexts to find the most appropriate cadence for different situations. The coaches’ role 

was to ask the athlete questions to reflect on what they changed and whether it had 
succeeded or not. 

 
Below is the result, a comparison of cadence in the Yokohama ITU race in 2015 before 

the intervention, and afterwards in 2016. 
 

 
 

The coach used task design to encourage the athlete to find solutions to the technique 
change, not instruct the athlete how to make them. 
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An Applied Example: 
 

Four elite triathletes all had the same challenge. Their exaggerated arm swing was 
mechanically inefficient, limiting their ability to generate a high cadence during the run 

leg. So, how did we approach the challenge of changing technique? 
The first step is to help each athlete understand the role of the arm-swing, and 

therefore why they might want to change it. This was not done by lecturing them to 
death, but instead helping them ‘feel’ their arm swing, understand what it did to their 

body while running, and then let them choose to change it in their own way. 
  

So we hit the training track and ran with arms in different positions. Importantly, we 
used arm positions considered ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and even ‘crazy’. The aim was help them 
understand the influence their arms had on their running, and what cues they could use 

to change them.  
 

Once they could feel the effect their arms could have on their body, the second step 
was to challenge them to find their own most efficient arm swing. This involved 

switching between their old technique and other options, emphasising exaggeration, 
and using different cues to make it happen.  

 
Importantly, this places the power to choose to change on the athlete. This generates 

value in the technique change. And while it might feel ‘weird’ they are willing to give it a 
go because they chose the answer. 

 
The final challenge was to test their solution under different conditions. Heavy fatigue, 

running at speed, running slowly, around bends and so the list goes on. Is their new arm 
swing adaptable, does is transfer, and does it still work under pressure? This involves 

experimentation and often requires a return to step 2 to try things again. A simple 
method is to try switching between ‘old’ and ‘new’ technique during this period to help 

the athlete choose which is better. 
 

The most important learning from this experience was that the final cues used to solve 
the problem were all individual. Each of these phrases meant something to the 

individual athlete and was a representation of not only their solution, but held within it 
the learning they had done to get there: 

 
1. Run like  T-Rex 
2. Run with a straight jacket on 
3. Run with my hands stuck to my chest 
4. Keep my upper body in a cocoon 

 
 These examples highlight the importance of involving the athlete in the learning 

process. I could never have guessed each of those individual solutions for each athlete. 
As coaches, we are reminded that our role is to guide them through a process of 

understanding, helping the athlete to work out what is best for them. 
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Training Design Framework 

To ‘learn’ a new technique which is flexible and robust under pressure, an athlete must 

understand the task and their individual solution for the skill(s). In contemporary training 

design we encourage athletes to generate a variety of movement solutions to the same task, 

so that they can adapt to any given challenge on any given day.  

 

We therefore define skill training as: 

 

“The repetition of a means to solve a problem, not the repetition of a single solution to that 

problem” 

- Karl Newell 

 

Termed ‘repetition without repetition’, the aim is to train the athlete to achieve a goal, not 

perform an action. Repetition without repetition allows athletes to develop functionally 

variable movement patterns, providing the capability to achieve task goals in varying 

conditions and contexts. 

 

Let’s consider an apparently simple goal like walking to your bike. There is no simple 

correlation between movement and success, because, while the goal remains constant, the 

solution to succeed will depend on a variety of individual, task and environmental conditions. 

Your starting position, the bike’s location, fatigue, footwear, ground surface, weather 

conditions, the list goes on. Each of these conditions will change what you need to do to reach 

your bike. The movements that achieve the same task goal will never be identical because the 

situation will never be exactly the same. So, if simply walking to your bike requires 

adaptability, how much more adaptability is required to run 10 kilometres after swimming 

and riding in a variety of conditions against a variety of competitors, while trying to win! 
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Repetition without repetition is a reminder not to engage in rote, monotonous practice. And 

while it’s crucial to get repetitions, it doesn’t make sense to repeat the exact same movement 

pattern over and over again.  

 

However, we are not looking for major changes every repetition, instead we are seeking small 

changes to develop the adaptability required to perform while racing. The simplest way to 

consider changes is within 3 contexts: task, individual and environmental - referred to as 

constraints in the scientific literature. Constraints are not positive or negative, but instead are 

factors that may affect performance and learning at any moment in time. And they all interact 

to determine the way that a performer completes a goal related task. A diagram is provided 

to highlight constraints and how they may interact and greater written explanation is included 

below. 

 

What the Science Says 
 

For Nikolai Bernstein, the pioneering neurophysiologist, the correlation between 
movement and success was invalid. The problem was that it relied on an oversimplified 

view of what might count as ‘the same’ action. 
 

While basic activities and approximate motions are repeated, the exact form changes to 
suit the specific circumstances.  

 
The concept of repetition without repetition emphasizes that the goal of motor training 

is not the stable production of nearly identical neural stimuli, nor of nearly identical 
muscle forces, nor even of nearly identical joint motions. Rather, the goal of motor 

training is the consistently successful realisation of a task goal under real and 
unpredictable conditions. 

 
Bernstein’s work highlights that the aim of training is to build robust and effective 

movement solutions which can spontaneously find successful solutions to unforeseen 
changes in internal and external conditions.  
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Examples to change the 
task include: 

- Race rules 
- Speed 
- Accuracy 
- Power 
- Cadence 
- Course design 
- Distance 
- Start Type 

Environmental 
Constraints 

Individual 
Constraints 

Task 
 Constraints 

Examples to change the 
environment include: 

- Temperature 
- Light 
- Terrain 
- Surface 
- Weather 
- Location 
- Time of day 
- Training Group 

Examples to change the 
individual include: 

- Fatigue 
- Mental state 
- Pressure 
- Height 
- Weight 
- Strength 
- Flexibility 
- Confidence 

The link between constraints is an important understanding.  

How one constraint can manipulate others provides coaches with a valuable training tool.  

For example, changing the time of day of training may affect fatigue or flexibility, which may 
affect cadence and split times.  

Constraints are inseparably linked and understanding how they affect one another in each 
athlete is the solution to creating bulletproof competitors capable of performing no matter 

what. 
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Task constraints are specific to the goal to be achieved. For example, it might be the rules of 

the race, the speed, accuracy or power requirements, course design, or distance covered. You 

could imagine how emphasizing one outcome over the other can change an athlete’s 

behaviour. For example, while swimming, the task constraint could change through the 

required number of strokes, kicks, breaths, or goal lap time to encourage change in the way 

the athlete swims. Each small change can stimulate different behavior, depending on what 

the coach aims to encourage (or discourage).  

 

Individual constraints are those specific to each person and are important to encourage 

athletes to understand how their body solves each problem. Body size (height, weight, and 

limb lengths), fitness (e.g., fatigue, strength, and flexibility), mental skills (e.g. concentration, 

confidence, and emotional control), and personality factors (e.g. risk-taking behaviour) are all 

examples. It is important to understand that individual constraints will shape responses to 

different tasks. For example, while doing a series of hill climbs on the bike, we could see the 

different gears and cadences used by different athletes based on their physical limitations, 

athletes may drop off early based on their mental skills, and each may attack the downhill 

section differently based on their risk-taking nature. These differences help us target the 

factors the athlete may need to improve, or provide us with additional understanding as to 

why they do something the way they do. 

We can then design training in the future 

to encourage athletes to improve the 

technique we want them to. Perhaps a 

big gear set, a high cadence set, or 

increased rewards to encourage 

behaviour which the coach wants to 

improve. 

 

Environmental constraints include both physical and social factors. Physical factors include 

temperature, light, terrain, feedback, the surface or weather. Social factors include squad 

dynamics, peer expectations, cultural norms, and family support. For example, we could 

manipulate the run technique or the physiological demands of an athlete by changing their 
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running position in the pack or the time of day the athlete trains. Imagine the effect on your 

cadence of being forced to run in the middle of the pack all day? The question is always: Does 

each athlete have the skill to adapt their technique to different environmental situations? If 

not, then try to help them find an answer by experiencing it.  

 

 

 

Interestingly, manipulating training through constraint changes allows coaches to test or 

highlight limitations of certain techniques. If a technique is believed to be limiting 

performance, setting-up that scenario in training which would prove it is a very powerful 

opportunity. One example might be a high cadence, low stride length run technique which 

limits athlete top speed. If you put an athlete in a high speed context in training, if their 

technique does fail, it then forces the athlete to re-think how they would like to approach the 

challenge, and find a more appropriate solution. So instead of telling athletes their technique 

fails under fatigue, or in the rain, or under pressure, coaches can design training to replicate 

the appropriate race scenario and ask the athlete to solve the challenge.  

 

"Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face." 

- Mike Tyson 
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To best prepare for competition situations, we eliminate repetitive and robotic practice from 

training and encourage adaptive training based on competition relevant challenges. The 

learning process should be messy. It should involve exploration. And it should involve 

mistakes in the safety of a training environment. In training, athletes must be exposed to 

varying scenarios potentially faced in competition, providing experience of required 

adaptations to ensure that appropriate movement solutions are within the athlete’s 

movement vocabulary. After all, if you want to do something in a competition setting you 

should probably have practiced it in training.  

 

An Applied Example: Race Preparation 
 

Race profile can have a large effect on athlete performance. The bike course at the Rio 
Olympics is a fantastic example. A steep climb on the bike, followed by a twisting 

downhill, and then a straight drag by the beach which is open to the elements. 
 

To build a training setting representative of competition, the coach must decide what 
experiences the athlete need to be prepared for? Which elements from the competition 
need to be included? While the list is ultimately endless, the role of the coach is to use 

their experience to prioritize key experiences, choosing the ones which provide the best 
opportunity for learning and are most appropriate for the athlete and current situation. 

 
In this example, the most critical component was chosen as the effect the heavy bike 

could have on the run leg.  
 

Following bike sessions of all physiological loads, athletes were challenged to run in a 
variety of different ways. For example, running at a specific cadence, running with a 

negative or positive split, trying to run the first or last kilometer in specific times.  
 

The learnings from this highlight the importance of athletes finding their own answers 
to applied challenges. For example, one athlete noted the role of high cadence after a 

heavy bike, another highlighted the importance of taking the first kilometer easier than 
normal, and another realized that their strong biking meant that it didn’t affect them as 

much as their competitors so could push from the outset.  
 

As a coach we must challenge the athlete to find their own movement solutions to 
competition problems. Helping them to find a solution which works for each context 

that they will face. 



   
 

19 
 

Feedback 

Feedback is given to someone to change their behaviour. The most important question we 

must ask before giving feedback is always: What is the purpose of feedback I am about to 

give? As feedback is viewed on a continuum of descriptive information (used to change short-

term performance) to questioning, (to change long-term learning) the answer to the 

fundamental question of purpose will significantly change the feedback type. 

 

 “The most important thing in coaching is communication. But it’s not what you say, it’s 

what the athlete absorbs.” 

- Red Auerbach 

 

If we consider the role of the coach as that of a facilitator and guide, and that a technique 

solution to a movement problem is individual, it sets the foundation for the way coaches 

should provide feedback. Traditionally, the role of feedback from a coach was to provide 

advice to the athlete. Giving information or instruction to change short-term performance. 

But if athlete solutions are individual, and learning is athlete dependent, then feedback 

should instead be used as a stimulus to help the athlete solve the problem themselves. 

Instead of thinking of the coach as the ‘holder of the answer’, dispensing knowledge of the 

task to the athlete, coach expertise should be used to encourage athletes to reflect and solve 

the problem themselves.  

 

“Knowledge is having the right answer. Intelligence is asking the right question” 

- Anonymous 

 

 

 

Key question for coaches:  
 

Am I helping the athlete to find their solution to the task, or am I telling them how I 
would do it? 
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To achieve specific, long-term changes (and encourage athlete engagement), the first thing 

coaches must do is to limit the amount of feedback they provide. The coach must provide 

space for the athlete to learn. Importantly, research exploring coaching behaviour 

demonstrates that when the amount of feedback given was compared to the amount of 

feedback the coach thought they gave was compared, coaches gave twice as much feedback 

as they thought they did. So every time a coach thinks a concise responses to an athlete is 

provided, chances are that twice as much was said as the coach perceived, twice as often as 

they thought. So if we want to decrease the amount of feedback we give, we have to try twice 

as hard as we think we do. 

 

 

 

When considering the regularity of feedback, standard practice would be at least as often as 

every repetition, and in reality probably more often than that because feedback is often given 

during the task as well. But if learning is a process experienced by the athlete, and only guided 

by the coach, we can reflect that constant feedback may be doing more harm than good. By 

providing feedback, the athlete loses the chance to reflect and learn. Research shows that the 

required regularity of feedback is actually closer to 10% of the time than 100% of the time. 

Which for most coaches means a HUGE decrease in the amount of talking done. 

 

“Coaching in the moment is 80% looking and listening and 20% speaking” 

- Phil Jackson 
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One method to calibrate the amount of coach feedback given is to put the responsibility for 

feedback in the hands of the athlete. Instead of the coach providing feedback when the coach 

feels appropriate, the athlete requests feedback when the athlete feels they need it. 

Whenever the athlete wants feedback, help, or has a question, they must request it from the 

coach. Not only does this give the athlete space to explore and potentially problem solve 

themselves prior to coach intervention, but it also means that they will definitely be listening 

to the coach’s feedback when it is provided. Research demonstrates that individuals who 

decide when to receive feedback, as opposed to those who are administered feedback when 

others feel it is appropriate, have a 200% better improvement in performance and learning. 

By taking responsibility for the feedback they receive they learnt the skill that much quicker 

as it forced them to be engaged in the skill development process!  

 

 

 

“Coaching is not in the feedback. Coaching is in the timing of the feedback. It is choosing the 

moment when the feedback will have the greatest impact. It may not be giving any verbal 

feedback at all, but instead allowing the player or team to learn the lesson by themselves. It 

is allowing the errors that lead to learning. It is about trusting the athlete.” 

 - Mark Lebedew 
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Reduced feedback doesn’t mean that coaches don’t help. In fact, reducing feedback amount 

is a more difficult challenge than providing increased information and forces coaches to be 

even more attentive and thoughtful in what they say. Ironically, it is far easier to simply roll 

out a large amount of feedback to the athlete regularly than provide one ‘sage’ piece of 

guidance which actually helps the athlete learn.  

 

When a coach views performance of an athlete there are often a number of items they can 

identify as requiring improving. However, the biggest challenge in coach feedback is deciding 

which item needs highlighting or addressing. While it is tempting to highlight all areas that 

need improving, the scientific research shows that this is counter-productive and doesn’t help 

either the athlete’s performance or the coaches’ sore throat. Instead, research highlights that 

choosing one key point to highlight, or saying nothing at all, is more beneficial to both athlete 

performance and learning than providing more than 2 points of feedback. The key reason for 

this is that the athlete needs to not only understand the feedback, but is also going to have 

to try to action your words in their next repetition.  

 

 

 

The biggest challenge with reducing feedback is accepting that you can’t fix everything today. 

Remember that learning is a long-term process. You must choose the one battle you want to 

win and focus on that, rather than trying to fix everything today. 
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Probing questions by coaches have astonishing power as a feedback tool for athlete 

development. Instead of the coach providing answers or instructions, questions help athletes 

find their own movement solutions and understand their own performance limitations. The 

research on this is just as fascinating as the concept. When measuring performance (short-

term change), asking questions or giving instructions have exactly the same positive effect on 

improving athlete performance. But when learning is measured (long-term change), the 

performance of people who were given instructions decreased to levels prior to when training 

started. By being given instructions, athletes learned nothing they could use in a practical 

scenario! In contrast, the athletes who were questioned throughout training maintained their 

improved training performance in competition scenarios. This type of research highlights the 

importance of questioning as a source of feedback. Coaches should give the athlete space to 

find their own answer, and then when they need some targeted help, ask an insightful 

question to guide them to the answer.  

 

 

 

200

250

300

350

400

450

A
m

o
u

n
t 

o
f 

Er
ro

r

Training Block

Told what happened

Asked what happened

 



   
 

24 
 

 

 

“Coaching is more than pointing out faults of technique. Coaching is about more than having 

athletes listen to you. Coaching is about guiding athletes through change.” 

- Anonymous  

 

 

 

An Applied Example: 
 

To make athletes more engaged in the learning process, we need to increase 
communication. Ironically, that actually means talking less and listening more. Try 

these types of probing questions to engage athletes: 
 

- Was that what you expected? 
- What was good/bad about it? 
- What would you do to improve it?  
- What are you thinking about when doing the skill? 
- What did you tell yourself/imagine before doing the skill? 
- How are you going to fix it? 
- What’s going right? 
- What’s going wrong? 
- What did you see when you did that? 
- What does your best look like? 
- What do you feel? 
- What influenced that decision? 

 
From previous experience transforming athletes from listeners to active contributors 

who can engage with their bodies will take up to 4 weeks.  You know you have nailed it 
when athletes will start to teach one another. 

 
“We have two ears and one mouth so that we can listen twice as much as we speak.” 

- Epictetus 

What the Science Says 
 

- Too much information is confusing and hard to enact the next repetition 

- Multiple instructions and multiple pieces of feedback are counterproductive  

- Sometimes saying nothing is the best option  
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Applied Example: 
 

Elite triathlete Ryan Bailie had a challenge. As he was running, instead of his arms 
moving in an efficient up and back pattern, his left hand would roll inward at the top of 
his arm swing in front of his body. This had the effects of pushing his elbow away from 
his body, rotating his shoulder, and ultimately rotating his torso. The movement is both 
inefficient (slowing his cadence) and had negative implications for injury potential. So 

how did we approach changing it?  
 

Ryan and his coach explored multiple ideas and could have explored many more. 
Examples include; running with sticks in his hands to provide additional internal 

feedback, weights in the hands to exaggerate the movement, wrist bands to act as 
reminders, a watch which he was challenged to never see the face, using different cues, 

different thoughts, and trying under different conditions.  
 

But ultimately, while others could propose ideas, and explore a variety of solutions to 
the problem, it was his challenge to solve, and his solution to own. 

 
And the solution? 

 
It came in an email one morning from Europe; it was Ryan with his answer. He would 
pretend to grab and stroke the end of his flowing moustache with his left index finger 

and thumb every step. This was his solution to change his arm swing. 
Unbelievable… but when you try it, it actually works! 

 

 
 

The important part of this process is that the solution is his, he owns it.  
It means that he spent his own time exploring the solution. The solution registers with 

him and makes him do what he needs to do. 
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The final concept to be addressed in this document regarding feedback is the role of positivity. 

It is perhaps the most powerful, underrated, and under-utilised coaching technique. It is as 

much more about the energy and support you provide the athlete as it is about ‘just saying 

nice things’. 

 

“What a great teacher and a great coach have in common is a deep belief in the potential of 

the person with whom they are concerned. They relate to the person his or her worth and 

value” 

- Nathaniel Branden 

 

If we are going to encourage athletes to explore and take ownership of their learning, then 

they require coach supported through both positive body language and verbal 

communication. The role of coach positivity in contributing to athlete learning is supported 

in the scientific literature. Interestingly, the provision of positive feedback has more benefit 

to performance than the provision of technique error correction. While initially a confronting 

result, when we consider that the most correct solution is one which the athlete chooses, we 

can begin to understand why this may be the case. Positive encouragement provides the 

stimulus for the athlete to explore, to try things, to use trial and error to find a solution which 

works for them. 
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Summary 

The contemporary view of a coach is that of a guide and facilitator, using their expertise to 

encourage athletes to take ownership of their learning and development. Using a process of 

guided discovery the coach creates an environment which provides athletes the opportunity 

to be successful in the long-term, encouraging the athlete to be reflective, problem solve, and 

ultimately responsible for their own performance every single repetition. A coach must create 

an environment for learning to take place, then step back to provide space for athlete to take 

ownership of the solution.  

 

To create robust, flexible and bulletproof competitors, a coach encourages each athlete to 

embrace the variability of performance. Generating a variety of movement solutions to the 

same task so that athletes can adapt to any given challenge on any given day. As there is more 

than one way of performing a task, coaches should encourage adaptive training based on 

competition relevant challenges. The learning process should be messy. It should involve 

exploration. And it should involve mistakes in the safety of a training environment. 

 

Coaching is the development of individuals, encouraging athletes to be the best version of 

themselves they can be. Coaching is about helping each athlete find their own, unique 

solution which is best suited to their own individual constraints. Coaches work with athletes 

to facilitate learning. Encouraging each athlete to self-analyse through insightful questions to 

guide them to the answer. Coaches provide belief and support which encourages each athlete 

to explore, to try things, to use trial and error to find a solution which works for them. 
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