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ABSTRACT

We examine the relationships between coaching practices, psychological contract
fulfillment and the impact it has on satisfaction and in-role behavior of student-
athletes. We surveyed a total of 183 student-athletes in Canada. Utilizing Partial Least
Squares path modeling algorithm, the results confirm that the extent of psychological
contract fulfillment is positively related to satisfaction and role-behavior. In addition,
practices of compensation, information sharing, and security (i.e. ensuring
continuation of position on the team) are related to fulfillment of psychological
contracts. However, the data does not provide support for the idea that training is
related to the fulfillment of psychological contracts. The results suggest that
universities can manage students-athletes’ expectations by institutionalizing coaching
practices that signal commitments for compensation, information sharing, and
provide assurance of position on the team. Such practices have potential to improve
the athlete’s performance.

KEYWORDS psychological contract, social exchange, coaching and development, coach-athlete
relationship

Introduction

The management of student-athletes in college/ university sports can be viewed as complex and involves
multiple resource people and groups such as, sport governing bodies, athletic directors, team managers,
coaches, officials, sports medicine support, university administration, student services, faculty, and program
advisors. The subject has been studied in the past through investigations of diverse areas and topics (e.g. Gill,
& Farrington, 2014; Williams, 2011). Much of the responsibility of managing athletes is placed on the coach
to set the desired tone through policies and practices. Coaching practices may act as signals or messages sent
by a university for helping students to make sense of their student-athlete position. Kellett (1999) argues that
a coach’s activities are fundamentally social in nature and that coaches need training in social skills such as
communication, counselling, empowering, group decision making and group facilitation. In sports coaching,
craft is as important as sports psychology (Day, 2012). To further understand the relationship between the
university and the athlete, it is perhaps important to understand the athlete’s perceptions of how coaching
practices impact their motivation and role behavior.

This interpersonal dynamic between the coach and the player is part of a social exchange and can be
studied in the context of social exchange theory (Case, 1998). Social exchange theory describes how high-
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quality relationships between individuals develop (Blau, 1964). According to this theory, all human
relationships are formed by the use of a subjective cost-benefit analysis and the comparison of alternatives. In
contrast to relationships based purely on economic exchange, social exchange relationships involve obligations
which cannot be specified ahead of time and require the parties to trust one another (Blau, 1964).

Psychological contracts are an especially important lens through which one is able to view how
reciprocal exchanges of promises and obligations impact motivation and discretionary behavior that is not
explicitly recognized by the formal reward systems (Organ, 1997; Robinson, & Morrison, 1995). The concept
of psychological contracts has been used to study the terms of the social exchange relationship that exists
between employees and their organizations (Argyris, 1960; Robinson, & Morrison, 1995, 2000; Wayne, Shore,
& Liden, 1997). Psychological contracts consist of the obligations that employees believe their organization
owes them something and the obligations the employees believe they owe their organization in return
(Rousseau, 1995). The ‘owing’ notion consists of the voluntary actions that each party engages in with the
belief that the other party will reciprocate in return (Rousseau, & Parks, 1992). When employees perceive that
their psychological contract has been fulfilled, they may attempt to reciprocate by increasing their contributions
to the organization (Wayne et al., 1997) and employee motivation may increase (Lee et al., 2011). Job
satisfaction is promoted when promises are kept, while promises that are not kept tend to produce negative
emotions and poor relationships (Zhao, Wayne, Glibkowski, & Bravo, 2007).

Although many studies have considered the effect of leader-member exchanges on coaching
effectiveness, there seems to be only a few studies investigating the concepts of psychological contracts in
coach-athlete relationships. Barnhill’s (2011) doctoral dissertation integrated traditional concepts and
definitions of psychological contracts into examinations of perceived breaches of psychological contracts in
inter-collegiate student-athletes. Barnhill, & Turner (2013) found that student-athletes had intentions to depart
from their respective teams, as responses to perceptions of psychological contract breaches and violations. In
this paper, we consider the fulfilment of psychological contract as a construct against which to evaluate the
perceptions of university-athletes views of their coaches. Indeed, student-athlete’s motivation and role-
behaviour may be supported by the formation of psychological contracts between the coach and athletes. We
thus seek to explore the role of psychological contracts on athletes’ motivation, satisfaction, and role
behaviour.

Coach-athlete relationship

There is agreement that a relationship exists between the quality of the coach-athlete relationship and
success in coaching sports (Lyle, 2002), and that a healthy relationship requires interpersonal qualities such as
trust, respect, commitment, understanding, and passion (e.g. Greenleaf, Gould, & Dieffenbach, 2001;
Cockerill, 2003; Rezania, & Gurney, 2014). Coach-athlete relationships influence the athletes’ and coaches’
well-being (Smith, & Smoll, 1990), and; is an element of coaching leadership effectiveness (Chelladurai,
1990). Coaching behaviors influences the satisfaction, motivation, self-esteem, enjoyment, and intention to
continue participating in sport (Conroy, & Coatsworth, 2006; Scanlan, & Lewthwaite, 1986). Jackson, Grove,
and Beauchamp (2010) indicate that athletes who reported moderate to high levels of relationship perception
with their coaches were more satisfied with their personal treatment, training and instruction in comparison to
athletes illustrating low and unfulfilled relationship perceptions with their coaches.

Social exchange theory has been used to explain behavior in diverse areas of relationship between the
coach and athletes such as athletic satisfaction and inter-team communication (Weiss, & Stevens, 1993;
Sullivan, Gee, 2007). It is expected that when a student-athlete is aware and accepts the coaches’ values,
support and contributions to the team, then the student-athlete is inclined to reciprocate by putting forth greater
effort and performance. Consistent with the predictions of social exchange theory, student-athletes’
contributions to the team may increase, as the coach provides more than they originally agreed to provide. We
expect that when psychological contracts are fulfilled, the student-athletes are more likely to be satisfied,
motivated, and behave in ways that promote team performance. We hypothesize then, that the extent of
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psychological contract fulfillment will be positively related to the student-athlete’s level of motivation,
satisfaction and in-role behavior.

H1: Psychological contract fulfillment is significantly associated with satisfaction.

H2: Psychological contract fulfillment is significantly associated with in-role behavior.

Coaching practices

Coaching practices entail numerous responsibilities, such as the process of recruitment and selection of
team members, training athletes, providing feedback and rewards to motivate student-athletes. Coaches are
often faced with making choices regarding the extent to which they decentralize authority and leadership.
There is acknowledgement that managers can differ in their approach towards managing their teams
(e.g. a focus on control or commitment) and that commitment oriented approaches outperform control oriented
approaches (e.g. Arthur, 1992, 1994). Arthur (1992/1994) indicates that a commitment maximizing system
that encourages discretionary employee efforts, a way to attract, motivate and retain qualified employees
committed to the goals of an organization outperforms a cost reduction system that aims at reducing direct
labor cost and other employment-relations expenditures (see also Guest, 1997; Williams, & Anderson, 1991).
Appelbaum et al. (2000) in their study towards High Performance Work Systems report that work systems that
support high performance include rigorous selection, better training of skills and abilities, comprehensive
incentives to enhance motivation, and participative structures that improve the opportunity to contribute (see
also MacDuffie, 1995; Osterman, 1994; Huselid, 1995).

In general there is agreement that organizations that focus on commitment oriented practices pay
attention to and invest in their employees. Such practices are aimed at motivation of employees by increasing
their skills, motivation, and involvement. Practices such as information sharing, training and development,
compensation can help the formation of a positive psychological contact (Rousseau, 1995). Such practices
send structural signals about the contract.

In line with the predictions psychological contract literature, we hypothesize that commitment oriented
coaching practices of compensation, security, training, and information sharing will be positively related to
the student-athlete’s perception of fulfillment of psychological contract.

H3: Compensation is significantly associated with psychological contract fulfillment.
H4: Security is significantly associated with psychological contract fulfillment.
HS: Training is significantly associated with psychological contract fulfillment.

H6: Information sharing is significantly associated with psychological contract fulfillment.

Measures

We adapted a questionnaire developed by Abdullah (2011), based on the previous work of Robinson
and Morrison (2000), Williams, and Anderson (1991) and others. In the first stage, a student-athlete, who was
working as a research assistant, adapted the questionnaire to the context of the relation between the coach and
student-athletes. The questionnaire was further reviewed by two faculty members and an Athletic Director
from participating universities to ensure that ambiguous, vague and unfamiliar terms were not included. Items
were adjusted where necessary. A seven item Likert scale was used (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree) to
capture student-athletes’ extent of agreement with each statement. The following is a sample of questions on
the questionnaire:

1 feel I am adequately funded compared to other student-athletes here at this university.
I have received everything promised to me in exchange for my contributions.

Almost all of the promises made by my coach have been kept so far.
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My coach keeps me informed and up-to-date about important issues concerning me as a student-
athlete.

1 perform as a student-athlete above and beyond the call of duty.
I adequately complete assigned student-athlete tasks that my coach gives me.
My coach regularly assures me that if I perform modestly I will not get cut from the team.

1 receive from my coach the training I need to do well as a student-athlete.

Research assistants took the survey to the teams and provided envelopes for the respondents to submit
their completed questionnaire in and return it to the research assistants. The questionnaire was distributed
among 401 student-athletes from two universities. A total of 183 questionnaires were correctly completed by
those in a team sports. The returned questionnaires revealed 71 females, 112 males; ages were between 18 and
23 years. The completed questionnaires reflected student-athletes from nine different sports, hockey, soccer,
basketball, volleyball, curling, baseball, golf, swimming, and football.

Training
(R8I

Figure 1. Path model
Source: own study.

We utilized Partial Least Squares (PLS) path modeling algorithm (Hulland, 1999) implemented in
WarpPLS (Kock, 2012). Figure 1 presents the path model. For factor analysis of the measurement model, we
observe that the loadings of items on the latent constructs are higher than 0.7, and all items loaded significantly
on their respective factors which implies indicator reliability. Table 1 presents latent variable coefficient. Full
collinearity VIFs are lower than the threshold 3.3, indicating that the model is free from common method bias.
Composite reliability, Cronbach’s alpha, and average variance extracted (AVE) have values greater than the
minimum threshold which implies convergent validity of constructs (Hair Jr, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2013).
We also observe that in Table 2, the square root of AVE exceeds the correlations between the factors making
each pair, indicating discriminant validity (Fornell, & Larcker, 1981).
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Table 1. Latent variable coefficients

Comp  Security Training InfSh PCFull RoleB Satis

R-squared 0.56 0.511 0.43
Composite reliability (desired > 0.70) 0.91 0.92 0.97 0.95 0.98 0.94 0.93
Cronbach's alpha (desired > 0.70) 0.88 0.89 0.97 0.93 0.98 0.93 0.92
AVE (desired > 0.50) 0.60 0.64 0.81 0.75 0.91 0.69 0.64
Full collinearity VIFs (desired < 3.3) 1.56 1.47 1.80 2.68 2.07 1.77 1.64
Q-squared (desired > 0) 0.56 0.46 0.37

Source: own study.

Table 2. Correlations among l.vs. with sq. rts. of AVEs shown on diagonal

Comp Security Training InfSh PCFull RoleB Satis
Comp 0.77
Security 0.31 0.80
Training 0.44 0.33 0.90
InfSh 0.52 0.48 0.62 0.87
PCFull 0.52 0.49 0.49 0.66 0.95
RoleB 0.20 0.43 0.47 0.54 0.44 0.83
Satis 0.27 0.39 0.44 0.54 0.43 0.54 0.80

Source: own study.

The model displays R? values of 0.56 for PCF (i.e. 51% of variance in psychological contract fulfillment
is explained by coaching practices), 0.43 for satisfaction, and 0.51 for role behavior (% of variance in each is
explained by psychological contract fulfillment and the coaching practices). Table 3 reports the total effects
and p-values obtained from the nonparametric bootstrapping procedure (Chin, 1998) using 100 subsamples to
evaluate the statistical significance of each path coefficient.

Table 3. Total effect, p-value for paths from column label to row

Comp Security Training InfSh PCFull
PCFull 0.279, <0.001 0.204, 0.002 0.084, 0.126 0.384, <0.001
RoleB 0.167,0.01 0.161,0.013 0.283, <0.001 0.32,<0.001 0.267, <0.001
Satis 0.165,0.011 0.141, 0.026 0.259, <0.001 0.345, <0.001 0.143, 0.024

Source: own study.

By looking at Table 2 it is interesting to note that in this study with the exception of H5 all hypotheses
are supported.

Discussion and practical implications

Krawczyk (2009) call for ways to diversify research approaches to understanding coach-athlete
relationships. Our study contributes to the current literature in two ways. First, it contributes to the literature
on coach-athlete relationships by applying the concept of psychological contracts. This extends the current
research that considers how social exchange theory shapes the relationship between the coach and athlete.
Second, this study extends prior research on psychological contracts by looking at the context of student-
athletes and their relationship with their coach. Most of the prior research has focused on the psychological
contract between an organization and its employees. As noted in the introduction of this study, the Human
Resources Management literature reports a strong relationship between fulfillment of psychological contracts
and behavioral outcomes. In line with such reports, the present study was designed to determine the effect of
fulfillment of psychological contracts on in-role behavior, and satisfaction of student-athletes. The results
confirm the relationship as expected. Thus, consistent with the premises of social exchange theory, it appears
that team members (student-athletes) whose psychological contracts have been fulfilled are most likely to be
satisfied, motivated, and willing to do more than is required.
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Given that very little was found in the literature about the role of psychological contract fulfillment in
the context of coaching student-athletes, the presented results are encouraging and have important implications
for developing coaching practices that lead to the fulfillment of psychological contracts.

The results suggest that, at least among the individuals in this study, it appears that student-athletes’
perceptions of the extent to which their coach has showed their commitments for compensation, to share
information and provide assurance of position on the team are a more important predictor of their perception
of their fulfillment of psychological contracts than are their perceptions regarding the extent to which their
coach has behaved regarding training and development.

Why should the effect of training and development not be strong? One possible explanation may lie in
the fact that student-athletes have a special arrangement with their university. Rousseau (2004) points out that
when workers have negotiated special employment arrangements not available to others, they are more likely
to believe they have relational contracts. Student-athletes have special opportunities for training and
development not available to other students. Such ‘idiosyncratic deals’ do not have particularly powerful
effects on the psychological contract when created during the recruiting process (Rousseau, 2004). Student-
athletes who get these special arrangements during recruitment may attribute these to their market value.
As such, they do not see it as signaling something special about their coach.

Another possible explanation is that student-athletes shape their psychological contracts through their
career goals. They may not see their relationship with their coach or the university as a long-term employment
possibility but merely as a stepping stone to better opportunities elsewhere. Literature on psychological
contracts indicate that people with such perspective tend to adopt a more transactional view of employment,
while those seeking longer-term employment tend to embrace relational contracts (Rousseau, 2004). This may
provide an explanation for our observation that compensation and security, which are transactional signals,
have a strong effect on the fulfillment of psychological contracts among participants in this study, while
relational signals such as training and development do not impact psychological contract fulfillment.

As Short, and Short (2005, p. 29) state, a coach needs to “fulfill five defined roles - those of teacher,
organiser, competitor, learner, and friend and mentor”. The results of our study indicate the importance of
three coaching practices that lead to satisfaction, motivation, and willingness to do more, mediated by the
fulfillment of psychological contracts. The organizing role of the coach should therefore include practices that
provide perceptions of fair compensation, and security of team membership. First, a coach should regularly
provide assurance that the student-athlete position on the team is secure. A coach should regularly reinforce
his/ her commitment to providing opportunity of participation on the sports team and that as long as the athlete
is meeting the minimum academic and performance requirements, he/ she will not get cut from the team. In
short, the student athlete should have the feeling that his/ her position on the team is secure and is of prime
importance to the coach.

Second, the organizing role of a coach should include practices that inform the student-athletes about
the compensation they receive. The athletic bursaries/ scholarships offered should be a competitive match to
the student-athletes’ athletic performance and/or criteria that has been informed and understood. Student-
athletes should be fairly funded compared to other student-athletes at the university or at other universities,
and/ or informed to potential funding opportunities and availability based on informed set criteria. Student-
athletes should receive fair funding benefits that are linked to athletic performance.

As a friend and mentor, a coach should focus on information sharing. The student-athlete should
generally feel well informed by the coach about changes that affect them or about important issues concerning
their role as a student-athlete. They should also have a complete understanding of what is expected of him/ her
in the student-athlete position and receive adequate and honest feedback. Student-athletes should be effectively
facilitated to the information resources needed to perform to their best abilities as a student-athlete.
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Limitation and proposals for further studies

There are areas that need to be addressed in future research on the signaling value of coaching practices
for psychological contract fulfillment. First, our findings are limited in terms of the sample. We only surveyed
participants from two universities in one province in Canada. This had the advantage that the rules and policies
around admission and compensation were similar in both universities. We realize that further studies should
include teams from more universities across the country.

Second, in this study we utilized a measure of psychological contract fulfillment. Research on
psychological contract often utilizes measures of psychological contract breach. Repeating this study, using
a measure of psychological contract breach, would complement this study.

More research needs to examine how the psychological contract is formed. For example, student-athletes
may perceive the promises made by the recruiters or admission personnel as more important than those made
by their coach. Thus, they may respond differently when breaches arise regarding the behavior of their coach.
Student-athletes may also respond differently to approaches to compensation, information sharing, and
security. For example, a future study could look at the effectiveness of a constructivist approach to information
sharing and team coaching (Rezania, & Lingham, 2009) for the fulfillment of psychological contracts.
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