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Abstract 

In response to growing calls for elite sport organisations to safeguard athlete well-

being in the pursuit of success, scholars have begun to investigate how thriving in sport may 

contribute to such a duty of care. The purpose of this thesis was to extend this line of enquiry 

into thriving by providing the first exploration of how thriving might be promoted in elite 

sport environments. Namely, three empirical research studies are presented that qualitatively 

explored how Olympic sport organisations created environments that fostered thriving for 

those athletes who prepare and compete within them. In Study 1 (see Chapter 2) a 16-month 

ethnography within an Olympic and Paralympic sport organisation demonstrated how 

promoting interpersonal relationships founded on understanding, openness, and trust created 

athletic environments in which athletes displayed indicators of thriving. In Study 2 (see 

Chapter 3), participatory research with a sport psychologist working to promote environments 

for thriving in an Olympic sport organisation identified several key considerations for 

practitioners: promoting thriving requires an in-depth understanding of the organisational 

context, diverse athlete perspectives are needed when determining what contributes to and 

constitutes a thriving experience, and practitioners need to negotiate complex interpersonal 

relationships when creating change at an organisational level. In Study 3 (see Chapter 4), 

participatory action research was used to create an induction programme for athletes 

transitioning into an Olympic sport organisation. Collaboration with multiple stakeholders 

created guiding thriving principles of trust, clarity, and belonging. These principles were used 

to inform the interactions athletes had with key social agents (e.g., coaches, support staff) and 

ensured staff maintained a consistent focus on thriving throughout the induction process. 

Compiling this thesis provided opportunity to share personal reflections (see Chapter 6) into 

the challenges of conducting qualitative research in complex elite sport environments. 

Overall, the findings in this thesis make a meaningful advancement to the thriving in 

sport literature by illustrating the subjective and contextualised nature of thriving, and 

demonstrating the importance of athletes establishing deep, meaningful interpersonal 

relationships with significant social agents. In addition to advancing theoretical knowledge, 

this thesis makes a significant contribution to applied sport psychology practice by showing 

that it is possible to create environments that promote thriving within elite sport 

organisations.  
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1.1. Introduction 

The success of sport, in terms of helping people achieve their potential, making the 

most of existing talent, and attracting new people to sport relies on putting people – 

their safety, wellbeing and welfare – at the centre of what sport does. However, recent 

media reports and anecdotal evidence from across a range of sports has led to 

questions about whether welfare and safety really are being given the priority they 

deserve. At a time of success for British sport in terms of medals, championships and 

profile, this raises challenging questions about whether the current balance between 

welfare and winning is right and what we are prepared to accept as a nation. (Grey-

Thompson, 2017, p. 4) 

 

The quote above is taken from the independent Duty of Care report conducted by 

Dame Tanni Grey-Thompson. The investigation was launched followed a wave of allegations 

made by athletes about the abuse and maltreatment they experienced in the build-up to the 

Rio 2016 Olympic and Paralympic Games (see for e.g., Wingmore, 2017), and shone a 

spotlight on the harmful and toxic practices that had developed within many of the United 

Kingdom’s Olympic and Paralympic high-performance environments. Summarising her 

findings, Dame Grey-Thompson issued a sobering admonishment to the sporting sector and 

the nation, condemning the price athletes had paid to achieve the recent high levels of 

sporting success. It was apparent that an imbalance had developed between well-being and 

winning, with success being prioritised above athlete safety and welfare. In her report, Dame 

Grey-Thompson urged National Governing Bodies (NGBs) to do more to safeguard their 

athletes and recommended a series of steps be implemented to establish a new duty of care 

that protected athletes from experiencing similar scenarios in the future. Indeed, many 

scholars echoed these sentiments by calling for a fundamental shift in how elite sport 
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organisations in the UK prepare and develop athletes to compete at the highest levels of 

international competition (Kavanagh et al., 2021). 

Following the publication of the report, UK Sport, the high-performance sport agency 

responsible for funding many British Olympic and Paralympic World Class Programmes, 

signalled their intent to address the allegations of maltreatment and abuse (UK Sport, 2018). 

With the aim of building and implementing a performance enhancement strategy, UK Sport 

launched a series of campaigns designed to raise the profile of athlete well-being and welfare 

within the sport organisations they fund (UK Sport, 2018). Through their Culture Health 

Check and Walk the Floor initiatives, UK Sport intended to instil a “sustainable winning 

culture” within the high-performance systems that develop and support current and future 

Olympic and Paralympic athletes (UK Sport, 2018). While acknowledged by the agency’s 

Chief executive Liz Nicholl as a step in the right direction (Sky Sports News, 2018), the sport 

organisations themselves faced the complex task of finding a balance between elevating and 

sustaining athlete well-being while ensuring athletes continued to produce the high levels of 

sporting performance necessary to attract and retain funding. Importantly, performance levels 

needed to be maintained, as sport organisations remaining profitable, funded, and effectively 

operating depends on athletes producing successful results (Cruickshank & Collins, 2012; 

Wagstaff & Larner, 2015). Indeed, couched within Dame Grey-Thompson’s report was an 

acknowledgement that NGBs would face challenges when implementing a new duty of care: 

“I appreciate that some of my recommendations will have resource implications. I am aware 

that there is no new public money available to implement them and that organisations will 

have to prioritise.” (2017, p. 4).  

Winning will undoubtedly continue to be an integral component of elite and 

professional sport, as changing the determinants of sporting success to alternative objective 

outcomes is likely to be a highly complex task, beyond the scope of even politicians and 
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policy makers (De Bosscher et al., 2006). Thus, unless funding and sponsorship can be tied to 

other metrics of success (see for e.g., De Bosscher et al., 2006), sport organisations will 

remain under pressure to ensure they develop athletes that can deliver winning performances 

in competition. Faced with this reality, many Olympic and Paralympic sport organisations 

need to find a way to prioritise well-being without impacting the level of performance 

required to remain functional. An emerging line of research into thriving may be helpful in 

assisting organisations to find this balance. Brown, Arnold, Fletcher et al. (2017, p. 168) 

broadly define thriving as “the joint experience of development and success” and suggest 

thriving encapsulates an experience of full or holistic functioning. Within sport, thriving has 

been characterised by perceiving a high level of performance and experiencing a high level of 

well-being (Brown, Arnold, Standage, et al., 2017a; Brown et al., 2018). The joint experience 

of both suggests performance and well-being are not dichotomous and potentially eliminates 

the need for sport organisations to prioritise one over the other. Thus, understanding how to 

facilitate thriving within elite sport organisations may offer researchers, practitioners, and 

sport organisations mechanisms to promote sporting success without sacrificing athlete well-

being.  

The purpose of the current thesis was to explore how thriving could be promoted 

within Olympic sport organisations. Due to the dual prioritisation of well-being and 

performance, thriving may offer organisations a means to enhance athlete well-being while 

ensuring athletes continue to produce the levels of performance required of Olympians. This 

aim was achieved by qualitatively exploring the efforts of applied practitioners attempting to 

promote thriving within the high-performance environments of three separate Olympic sport 

organisations during the lead up to the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games. To 

situate these studies in the broader sport psychology literature, this introductory chapter will 

discuss the nascent literature on thriving in sport to ascertain how high levels of athletic 
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performance may be achieved while simultaneously promoting athlete well-being. This 

discussion is composed of five parts: Conceptual Overview, Prediction and Promotion of 

Thriving in Sport, The Role of Organisational Sport Psychology, Thriving and Meeting the 

“Know-Do-Gap”, and The Current Thesis.  

1.2. Conceptual Overview 

1.2.1. Characterising Thriving 

While thriving holds promise for those wishing to promote a new duty of care within 

elite sport, researching thriving in sport can be a complicated endeavour, as the term is 

commonly used as an adjective within popular sports media to describe athletes, teams, or 

organisations that are excelling in their athletic endeavours. For example, a cursory online 

search returns the following articles: “Born in Colombia, thriving in Dallas, is Jesús Ferreira 

the answer to the USMNT’s striker predicament?” (James, 2022), “U.S. soccer star Mallory 

Pugh thriving again, now with life fully surrendered to Christ” (Doering, 2022), “Mets’ 

offense thriving with style that’s uniquely its own” (Heyman, 2022), and “Swansea City's 

thriving talent factory, the 'utopia' they want and the big Russell Martin hope” (Coleman, 

2022). Each use of the term thriving in these examples represents a different experience 

depending on the context to which it refers. Jesús Ferreira thriving after moving professional 

football clubs is likely to be a different experience than Mallory Pugh, who’s thriving is 

driven by her strong religious faith. Likewise, a thriving offense in an American baseball 

team differs significantly from a thriving football academy in the UK. Similar discrepancies 

can also be found in the use of thriving in non-sport settings, with the term used to describe a 

multitude of positive scenarios. Until recently, this variability was mirrored in the wider 

academic literature with different conceptualisations of thriving apparent dependent on the 

domain being studied (e.g., youth development, workplace) leading to a lack of consensus on 

how thriving is characterised and what processes are believed to influence it (Brown, Arnold, 
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Fletcher et al., 2017). Without a firm conceptual foundation, no coherent line of inquiry into 

thriving in sport had been established. 

To address the ambiguity surrounding the use of the term thriving, Brown, Arnold, 

Fletcher et al. (2017) reviewed the extant thriving literature to consolidate the multitude of 

thriving conceptualisations into an encompassing and inclusive definition of the construct. 

Across the literature the authors identified thriving as multifaceted, comprising two key 

themes suggested to be experienced concurrently: development and success (Brown, Arnold, 

Fletcher, et al., 2017). Thus, human thriving was defined as “the joint experience of 

development and success” (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 2017, p. 168), whereby 

development captures humans innate drive for self-fulfilment and growth (Ryan & Deci, 

2017), and success involves the attainment of contextually relevant and meaningful outcomes 

(e.g., sporting outcome, promotion at work). This robust and global conceptualisation 

facilitated the advancement of thriving research by overcoming the temporal and contextual 

limitations that had restricted thriving to certain ages (i.e., youth development) or domains 

(e.g., workplace), and provided flexibility in the construct that allowed thriving to be a global 

or scenario-specific experience (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 2017; Brown, Passaportis, et 

al., 2021). Thus, scholars were able to begin to systematically explore thriving experiences, 

united behind a single definition.  

1.2.2. Thriving in Sport 

Prior to Brown and colleagues’ (2017) novel conceptualisation, scholars in sport 

psychology had been exploring thriving since the turn of the century. Thriving first emerged 

as a term in this domain from research examining mental toughness in elite athletes whereby 

thriving on challenge or pressure was seen as a dimension of being mentally tough (see Bull 

et al., 2005; Jones et al., 2002). Subsequently, thriving featured in research investigating 

mental toughness in youth (e.g., (Gucciardi et al., 2015, 2017; Gucciardi & Jones, 2012; 
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Jones et al., 2011) and adult populations (Mahoney et al., 2016), with most of these studies 

utilising interpretations of thriving taken from a thriving at work perspective (e.g., Gucciardi 

et al., 2017; Gucciardi, Hanton, et al., 2015). Other scholars had conceptualised thriving in 

sport as a positive response to adversity or challenge, such as elevated levels of functioning 

following injury (Wadey & Hanton, 2004), or successful adaption following relocation to a 

new geographical environment (Harris et al., 2012a, 2012b). Adopting a positive youth 

development lens, Jones and Lavallee (2009) suggested the skills developed from youth sport 

participation may influence thriving in adulthood, while Kerr et al. (2017) characterised 

thriving sport performers as being on an upward developmental trajectory across not only 

their sporting domains, but all areas of their life. Further references to thriving could also be 

found where thriving appeared as a secondary focus, with researchers primarily investigating 

other constructs (e.g., resilience, Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014). Thus, despite interest in thriving 

in sport performers having gained momentum, the variance in approaches inhibited any 

comprehensive exploration of thriving in this context, meaning it was impossible to elicit 

whether these previous definitions of thriving accurately captured thriving in sport 

performers (Brown, Passaportis, et al., 2021). To enable a coherent or systematic line of 

research into thriving in sport, Brown et al. (2018) stressed the importance of scholars 

developing a sport-based conceptualisation of thriving. 

 To construct a sport-specific understanding of thriving, Brown et al. (2018) garnered 

the perspectives of athletes, coaches, and sport psychologists operating in elite sport. Through 

their inductive exploration, the authors suggested thriving in sport performers was 

characterized by a sustained high level of performance and dimension of eudaimonic well-

being (i.e., the extent to which a person is fully functioning; Brown et al., 2018). These 

findings shared notable similarities to previous work on thriving in sport, but also highlighted 

important additional components of thriving in sport performers. To elaborate, similar 
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expressions of well-being in athletes who thrive have previously been identified (e.g., 

Gucciardi et al., 2017), while subjective performance emerged as a new critical characteristic 

integral to experiencing thriving, suggesting expertly executing one’s task may be a 

fundamental requirement for an athlete to thrive. In a subsequent investigation, Brown, 

Arnold, Standage, and Fletcher (2017) used indices of subjective performance and well-being 

(i.e., positive affect and subjective vitality) to identify athletes who thrived in response to a 

competitive encounter. Those athletes who displayed the highest levels on all measures were 

classified to a thriving group. Similarly, by measuring personal accomplishment and 

emotional, social, and psychological well-being, McNeill et al. (2018) identified coaches who 

scored the highest as belonging to a thriving profile. Distinguishing between thriving and 

non-thriving sport performers provided researchers the means to begin to examine and 

explore the factors that may differentiate those athletes who thrive from those who do not 

(Brown, Passaportis, et al., 2021). Further, these findings indicated that sport performers can 

be fully functioning while facing the demands of competitive sport, which is particularly 

encouraging as it highlights that high-level performance can be achieved without sacrificing 

well-being.  

Despite the initial work done by Brown and colleagues to construct a sport-specific 

understanding of thriving, several differing interpretations and characterisations of thriving 

continue to be adopted by researchers withing the field of sport psychology. To elaborate, 

thriving appears in work that views thriving as a positive response to adversity and challenge, 

most notably as a positive adaption to the significant changes in life circumstance following 

retirement from sport (van Rens & Filho, 2020). The application of the thriving at work 

perspective has recently been used by Kinoshita et al. (2021) to identify the mechanisms 

believed to underpin thriving in youth sport development, while Rouquette et al. (2021) 

argued that thriving in youth sport was characterised by positive affect, vitality, life 
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satisfaction, and health quality. It is important to recognise and acknowledge these differing 

approaches to investigating thriving to clarify and contrast the interpretation of thriving used 

within this thesis. To explore how to create environments within Olympic sport organisations 

that facilitate thriving, this thesis adopted the conceptualisation of thriving as the experience 

of development and success, which sees thriving as an individual experiencing full and 

holistic functioning (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 2017). Within sport, scholars adopting 

this interpretation have consistently found thriving to be characterised by the simultaneous 

experiences of both high-level performance or personal accomplishment, and high levels of 

well-being (see., Brown, Arnold, Standage, & Fletcher, 2021; Brown, Arnold, Standage, 

Turner, et al., 2021; Davis et al., 2021). Under this functioning-based approach, researchers 

have been able to reliably predict thriving using vitality, positive affect, and subjective 

performance (e.g., Brown, Arnold, Standage, Turner, et al., 2021), and have identified a 

range of personal and contextual enablers, and process variables relevant to thriving.  

1.2.3. Distinguishing Thriving from Other Key Concepts 

While research examining thriving in sport performers has established the construct as 

a standalone experience and begun to create an independent body of research (Brown, 

Arnold, Fletcher et al., 2017; Brown, Arnold, Standage et al., 2017), it must be acknowledged 

that the construct bares similarity to other terms commonly referred to by scholars. As such, 

thriving continues to be conflated with concepts that appear to closely resemble it, namely 

growth, resilience, and flourishing (Brown, Sarkar, et al., 2021). This section will 

differentiate thriving from these three constructs to ensure conceptual clarity throughout this 

thesis and to demonstrate why thriving can be of benefit to sport organisations wishing to 

promote a new duty of care.  

Growth and resilience are terms regularly used to depict one’s ability to positively 

adapt to adversity. While those scholars researching growth historically refer to growth as the 
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positive outcomes experienced following a significant negative event or experience (i.e., 

Joseph et al., 2004), more recently, Howells et al (2017) argued that within competitive sport, 

there are an array of negative events that might lead to sport performers experiencing growth 

that would not be significant enough to be considered as adversity. Thus, the authors 

suggested that to capture the variability in intensity of events encountered by sport 

performers, growth could occur following stressors (i.e., relatively mild environmental 

demands), adversity (more severe experiences), and trauma (events that lead to significant 

distress). Similarly, resilience has typically been conceptualised as requiring adversity to be 

present (Brown, Sarkar, et al., 2021), yet Fletcher & Sarkar (2013) suggested that the more 

neutral term stressor captures the variety of hassles and demands encountered daily by sport 

performers that require them to be resilient. Where thriving differs from growth and 

resilience is that the latter two are contingent on the presence of negative influences, whereas 

for an individual to thrive, they do not need to experience stressors, adversity, or trauma 

(Brown, Sarkar, et al., 2021). That is because individuals can thrive by successfully coping 

with adversities, but equally, they can thrive while pursuing opportunities for growth and 

development (Feeney & Collins, 2015).  

 Flourishing is the term that may appear to share the most conceptual overlap with 

thriving. Keyes (2002) describes an individual as flourishing when they possess a range of 

characteristics relating to both hedonic (positive mood, life satisfaction) and eudemonic (e.g., 

personal growth, purpose, autonomy, social connection) well-being. Thus, flourishing can be 

seen to encompass key characteristics believed to indicate thriving, namely an individual’s 

experience of development and success. Yet, prior to Brown and colleagues’ (2017) 

conceptualisation, thriving and flourishing had already been differentiated in the extant 

literature, with Benson and Scales (2009) identifying prosocial orientations and spirituality as 

indicators of thriving in adolescent populations which are not included in flourishing 
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conceptualisations. More recently, with the novel research into thriving in sport, the 

constructs have been further differentiated. Both constructs have been found to encompass 

subjective well-being, yet well-being is only one component of what is required for an 

individual to be considered as thriving in a sporting context. Rather, to thrive, an individual 

needs to also experience high levels of subjective performance (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et 

al., 2017; Brown, Arnold, Standage, et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2018). Therefore, as thriving 

can occur following both positive and negative life events and incorporates performance 

outcomes, thriving was seen as the most appropriate line of inquiry to pursue when exploring 

how sport organisations may promote well-being while ensuring high levels of performance. 

1.2.4. Prediction and Promotion of Thriving in Sport 

As previously mentioned, a range of psychosocial variables considered to influence 

thriving in sport performers have been identified by researchers. These have been largely 

grouped into three broad categories: personal enablers, contextual enablers, and process 

variables. Personal enablers are the attitudes, cognitions, and behaviours an individual 

possesses that help them to thrive, while contextual enablers are the social agents and features 

of the environment which foster thriving (Brown, Passaportis, et al., 2021). Turning to 

process variables, these are the mechanisms thought to underpin thriving, as they are believed 

to be the processes through which the enabler variables act to facilitate thriving (Brown, 

Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 2017). To elaborate on the personal enablers, examples identified in 

sport performers have included desire and motivation, goal setting and creating challenge, 

positive mental state, self-belief, and personal resilient qualities (Brown, Arnold, Standage et 

al., 2017; Brown et al., 2018; Gucciardi et al., 2017; McNeill et al., 2018). Contextual 

enablers identified as important to thriving in sport have included the support individuals 

receive from coaches, support staff, parents, and teammates, and establishing high-quality 

interpersonal relationship within their sporting environment (Brown, Arnold, Standage, et al., 
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2017; Gucciardi et al., 2017; Brown and Arnold, 2019; Davis et al., 2021; Harris et al., 

2012a). With respect to process variable, two separate processes have emerged as influential 

mechanisms in facilitating thriving, namely basic psychological needs satisfaction (BPNS; 

Ryan & Deci, 2017) and the manifestation of a challenge appraisal (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher 

et al., 2017). 

1.2.5. Enabling Thriving in Sport 

While personal enablers are instrumental to thriving in sport, arguments have been 

made for focusing on the contextual enablers and processes variables believed to facilitate 

thriving, as these could prove more beneficial to those looking to promote thriving on a large 

scale. Beginning with the contextual enablers, Spreitzer et al. (2005) suggested that 

advancing understanding of the contexts that enable thriving could provide more significant 

contributions to theory and knowledge, while Ryan and Deci (2017) argued thriving is 

grounded on the direct interpersonal contacts with whom individuals interact (e.g., peers, 

organisations), and that these proximal social contexts are embedded within larger, more 

encompassing social systems (i.e., cultural, economic, and political). Therefore, identifying 

the key social agents with whom performers interact may be of benefit to those looking to 

promote thriving within sport organisations (Brown, Passaportis et al., 2021). Indeed, within 

the thriving in sport literature to date, interpersonal connections have been found to be 

influential in facilitating thriving in sport performers (e.g., Brown & Arnold, 2019; Davis et 

al., 2021). Turning next to the process variables of thriving, the existence of challenge 

appraisal has previously been shown to have direct links to the individual components of 

well-being or performance (Didymus & Fletcher, 2017; Didymus & Jones, 2021), and to 

positively predict in-match thriving in athletes (Brown, Arnold, Standage, Turner, et al. 

(2021). The satisfaction of human’s three basic psychological needs (i.e., BPNS - autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness) has consistently been linked to optimal human functioning and 
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the experience of thriving (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Further, within sport, BPNS has been shown 

to be a reliable and robust predictor of thriving in sport performers (Brown, Arnold, 

Standage, & Fletcher, 2021; Brown, Arnold, Standage, Turner, et al., 2021; Kinoshita et al., 

2021),  

To expand on the research examining and exploring the enabler and process variables 

of thriving, quantitative studies have examined the role of coaches in athlete thriving. 

Gucciardi et al. (2017) found thriving to be inversely related to controlling coaching 

behaviours in adolescent athletes, while Brown, Arnold, Standage et al. (2017) showed no 

significant relationship between those athletes who thrived and coaching behaviour, both 

positive (i.e., needs supportive) and negative (i.e., needs thwarting). More recently, Davies et 

al. (2021) suggested athletes’ attachment to their coach was significantly associated with their 

experiences of thriving. In the same study, the authors also identified that athletes’ secure 

attachment to their parents was a positive predictor of athlete thriving. With respect to BPNS, 

five studies have now examined the role of need satisfaction on thriving in sport performers. 

In the first of these, Brown, Arnold, Standage, et al. (2017) demonstrated how BPNS could 

be a significant and positive predictor of thriving. Since then, Davis et al. (2021) have shown 

BPNS can mediate athletes’ attachment with their coaches, while further support for the 

predictive relationship of BPNS has come from studies by Kinoshita et al. (2020) and Brown, 

Arnold, Standage, Turner, et al. (2021). The most influential support for the role of BPNS to 

thriving in sport performers comes from the first longitudinal study to examine this 

relationship. Brown, Arnold, Standage, & Fletcher (2021) illustrated how BPNS had a 

consistent, facilitative effect on thriving and had a significant indirect effect on athletes future 

thriving for up to 28 days. While the influence of challenge appraisal to thriving in sport 

performers has received less scrutiny, Brown, Arnold, Standage, Turner et al. (2021) have 

found sport performers pre-match levels of challenge appraisal positively predicted thriving. 
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The importance of contextual enablers is further evident within qualitative research 

exploring thriving in sport performers. The qualitative accounts of sport performers presented 

in this research repeatedly emphasise the significance of supportive interpersonal 

relationships in the performers’ experience of thriving (Brown et al., 2018), with importance 

placed on the depth and sincerity of these connections (Brown & Arnold, 2019). To elaborate 

on the depth of these relationships, professional footballers improved their ability to adapt 

and thrive within new professional environments by forging relationships early on with 

coaches and teammates (Harris et al., 2012). Within elite figure skating, the development of 

honest and open coach-athlete relationships emerged as influential to skaters’ sporting 

performance and well-being (McHenry et al., 2020). Similarly, Brown and Arnold (2019) 

found that rugby union players’ perceived ability to thrive was enhanced by operating in 

environments that were engineered to enhance interpersonal relationships. To elaborate, 

players desired integrated, inclusive, and trusting environments that provided opportunities to 

create strong bonds between teammates and to form relationships with coaching staff that 

were sincere, caring, and developed personal understanding. The apparent importance of 

creating meaningful connections for thriving in sport is not surprising given coach-athlete 

interactions are seen influential to athlete well-being and performance, with the quality of 

these interpersonal connections being important (Jowett, 2017).  

The current research on thriving in sport has been influential in advancing 

understanding of thriving by elucidating variables and process that can be used to predict and 

identify thriving in sport performers. Yet, despite thriving in sport continuing to gain 

momentum as a topic of interest, no studies to date have attempted to build on these findings 

to understand how to produce a thriving experience and as such, little is known about how to 

promote thriving in sport performers. This lack of knowledge presents a potential avenue for 

researchers to explore. Given the existing research findings, it could be argued that the 
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contextual and process variables of thriving hold considerable potential for researchers 

wishing to pursue such a research direction. Furthermore, exploring how sporting 

environments might be designed to promote the contextual and process variables of thriving 

may be highly beneficial to practitioners and sport organisations wishing to prioritise athlete 

well-being and performance equally. That is, creating sporting environments designed to 

promote thriving may help contribute to a new duty of care. Therefore, one aim of this thesis 

was to conduct the first exploration into how the contextual and process enablers of thriving 

may promote environments for thriving within elite sport organisations. 

1.3. The Role of Organisational Sport Psychology 

The argument for focusing on the contextual and process variables believed to 

facilitate thriving in sport performers is further strengthened when one considers the 

significant body of work exploring organisational sport psychology. Scholars advocating for 

the importance of the organisational factors in sport often draw on the words of Hardy et al. 

(1996) to characterise the environments within which sport performers prepare and compete. 

That is, “elite athletes do not live in a vacuum; they function within a highly complex social 

and organisational environment, which exerts major influences on them and their 

performances” (Hardy et al., 1996, pp. 239–240). In the 25 years since the authors made these 

claims, it can be argued that the influences on elite athletes have become even more 

significant and demanding as the need for organisational systems that deliver instant and 

consistent success has grown (Wagstaff et al., 2015). To meet these rising demands for 

success, sport organisations have relentlessly pursued competitive advantages, including 

“increasing the technologicalisation, medicalisation, and scientisation of elite sport 

performance environments” (Wagstaff & Larner, 2015, p. 91). As part of this process, the 

number of sport science and medical staff that support the development and performance of 

elite athlete has burgeoned. These factors have contributed to elite sport environments that 
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are complex, diverse, and volatile, and have enhanced calls for the myth of individualism 

within elite sport to be debunked (Wagstaff & Larner, 2015). Recognising the psychosocial 

ramifications for those operating within these elite sport environments, Fletcher and Wagstaff 

(2009) reviewed the existing literature to provide a detailed discussion on the emergence, 

application, and future of organisational psychology knowledge in elite performance sport. 

The findings from their review point to the significant impact that organisational 

environments can have on individuals’ well-being and performance. Therefore, those wishing 

to optimise the well-being and performance of sport performers within elite sport need to 

consider how the organisational environment impacts on thriving. 

Since Fletcher and Wagstaff’s (2009) review, a substantial body of literature has been 

dedicated to examining and improving organisational functioning in elite sport environments. 

The knowledge produced from this body of work has evolved to incorporate the study of a 

diverse range of influential phenomena (Wagstaff, 2019), including the suggestion of four 

core dimensions of research and application within elite sport organisations, namely emotions 

and attitudes, stress and well-being, behaviours, and environments (Wagstaff & Larner, 

2015). With regards to the environments within elite sport organisations, these are 

characterised as comprising multiple stakeholder groups (e.g., departments, teams) that are 

required to work collaboratively to achieve individual and collective goals (Cruickshank et 

al., 2015; Wagstaff, 2016; Wagstaff & Larner, 2015). As the organisational environments in 

which these myriad individuals and groups operate may exert influence over the efficacy of 

these collaborations, understanding the intricacies of these contexts is essential for those 

wishing to improve organisational functioning (Wagstaff & Larner, 2015). Indeed, 

knowledge of the challenges and demands faced by those operating withing elite sport has 

grown significantly. Yet, despite these advancements, Wagstaff (2019) acknowledged that 

little benefit from this research has manifested in elite sport settings, citing the findings from 
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the Duty of Care Report and the media allegations as indicators that sport organisations 

prioritise success above all else. If a new duty of care that safeguards athlete well-being while 

striving for high performance outcomes is to be realised, Wagstaff (2019) argues that: 

researchers must do more to translate their knowledge, undertaking more ambitious 

intervention research, using cohort and longitudinal research designs, process 

evaluation, the sampling of multiple social groups (e.g., athletes, coaches, support 

staff) concurrently, and developing more effective knowledge transfer partnerships 

with sport organizations. (p.135) 

Therefore, a further aim of this thesis was to adopt a systems approaches to study how 

thriving is promoted within Olympic Organisations. That is, to draw on multiple social 

groups (e.g., athletes, coaches, support staff) to explore how the contextual and process 

variables that enable thriving are embedded within complex and dynamic elite sport 

environments. 

1.4. Thriving Research and the ‘Know-Do-Gap’ 

In addition to the need to engage a broad range of stakeholders, the quote from 

Wagstaff (2019) above contains several pertinent considerations for those wishing to advance 

theory and/or practice within elite sport organisations. First, that researchers need to be more 

effective at translating the theoretical knowledge produced from scientific research into 

practice. Second, that researchers need to be more ambitious with the intervention research 

that they employ within these settings. Last, that partnerships should be established with sport 

organisations to increase the effectiveness of knowledge transfer between the two domains. 

These three suggestions point to a potential gap between what is produced in academia and 

what might transpire within elite sport organisations (Wagstaff, 2019). This is not unique to 

organisational sport psychology research, as the continued creation of scientific research that 

is not integrated into practice is a recognised concern among sport and exercise science 
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researchers more broadly. There are those who warn of a growing know-do gap, whereby 

research is created by academics, but not used by those in practice (Fullagar et al., 2019; Tee 

et al., 2020). Specific to sport psychology, Winter and Collins (2015) criticise the lack of 

applied relevance displayed in much of the general sport psychology research. The authors 

explored the perceptions of applied sport psychology practitioners working in the field who 

expressed dissatisfaction with the usefulness of scientific literature available to them. Winter 

and Collins (2015) suggested that this lack of utility has led to limited research-informed 

practice, rather than a lack of engagement from practitioners. 

There have been several factors proposed in the literature that could be contributing to 

the apparent widening gulf between research and practice within the sport psychology 

discipline. For example, Keegan et al. (2017) suggested that researchers do not adequately 

consider the applied setting when designing and conducting their research, while other 

scholars highlight the inadequate dissemination of research, as academics primarily share the 

findings of their research through scientific journals and conferences (Malone et al., 2019). 

Therefore, the final aim of this thesis was to ensure that the knowledge produced on thriving 

within elite sport organisations did not contribute to this expanding divide. Thus, the studies 

within this thesis draw on methodologies that are embedded within the applied setting and 

engage multiple stakeholder perspectives. Further, participatory forms of research are used to 

incorporate the competencies of, and realities for, sport science and medicine staff operating 

within elite sport organisation, as these are the individuals often tasked with constructing the 

psychosocial environments. 

1.5. The Purpose of the Current Thesis 

The overall purpose of the current thesis was to provide the first exploration of how 

high-performance environments within British Olympic sport organisations can be created to 

promote and contribute to a new duty of care. To achieve this purpose, this thesis specifically 
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aimed to 1) conduct the first exploration into how the contextual and process enablers of 

thriving may promote environments for thriving within elite sport organisations; 2) adopt a 

systems approach to study how thriving is promoted within Olympic Organisations; and 3) 

ensure that the knowledge produced on thriving within elite sport organisations did not 

contribute to the expanding divide between theory and applied practice. 

1.6. The Current Thesis 

To address the aims of this thesis, qualitative and participatory research approaches 

were used to explore the promotion of thriving across three varied elite sport organisations. 

This captured the diversity of sport (i.e., individual and team) and complexity of elite sport 

organisations. To elaborate, In Chapter 2, I present an 18-month ethnography where I 

explored the features of the athletic environment that influenced thriving within a 

decentralised British Olympic and Paralympic sport organisation. This represents the first 

exploration into how athletic environments for thriving can be created and provides several 

practical and theoretical considerations for how organisations can do this in the future. In 

Chapter 3, I present a study in which I explored a sport psychologist’s attempts to promote 

thriving within a centralised British Olympic sport organisation over a nine-month period. 

Using a participatory research approach, I integrated my theoretical knowledge of thriving 

with the psychologist’s practical expertise to understand the complexities of promoting 

thriving in elite sport organisations. The findings of this study advance theoretical 

understanding of thriving and demonstrate the range of competencies practitioners require to 

effectively operate at a systems level. In Chapter 4, I present a study in which I used 

participatory action research within a semi-centralised Olympic sport organisation. I 

collaborated with several stakeholders from the organisation to design and implement an 

induction programme to facilitate thriving for athletes transitioning onto the organisation’s 

World Class Programme. This allowed me to combine theory with the practical insights of 
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multiple applied practitioners to collaboratively produce knowledge that bridged the gap 

between theory and practice. The findings provide insights into how organisations can design 

processes that create environments for thriving. 

Chapter 5 is the general discussion, where I summarise and synthesise the main 

findings of these novel lines of inquiry to discuss the contribution of the current thesis to 

theory and applied practice.  

In Chapter 6, I share my reflections of conducting in-depth qualitative research within 

complex and dynamic elite sport settings as a doctoral student. The intention of sharing these 

reflections is to benefit other doctoral students and early career researchers undertaking 

similar endeavours.  
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Chapter 2. Creating an Environment for Thriving: An Ethnographic 

Exploration of a British Decentralised Olympic and Paralympic Sport 

Organisation 
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2.1.  Abstract 

Objectives: The aims of this study were to explore the features of the athletic 

environment that influence thriving within a British Olympic and Paralympic sport 

organisation and to understand the interconnectedness of these factors across a range of 

individuals and contexts. These aims were pursued within a decentralised organisation that 

was undergoing a leader-led cultural change strategy. Method: To develop an understanding 

of the environmental factors that facilitate athlete thriving, a 16-month ethnography was 

conducted. Data analysis consisted of reflexive thematic analysis of observational notes, 

reflexive diaries, and interview transcripts. The findings are presented in an ethnographic 

tale. Results: Alongside the complexities of implementing a culture change strategy across a 

decentralised organisation, the ethnographic tale details three key features of the athletic 

environment targeted by senior leadership to successfully influence the athletes’ ability to 

thrive within their silos. Underpinning these factors are three interconnected themes of 

understanding, openness, and trust. Conclusions: This study demonstrates how empowering 

devolved leadership was impactful for organisational culture by reducing the homogeneity of 

leader-centric change initiatives. Further, harnessing an organisation-wide commitment to 

promoting relationships founded on understanding, openness, and trust can create athletic 

environments that facilitate thriving. Therefore, while a decentralised structure may present 

challenges for promoting a duty of care, it is possible to create an environment that supports 

athletes to thrive. 
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2.2. Introduction 

Elite sport environments are increasingly characterised as complex, turbulent, and 

volatile (Wagstaff, 2016), with a diverse range of social agents (e.g., coaches, support staff) 

intersecting to support the development, preparation, and performance of elite athletes 

(Arnold et al., 2019). Unfortunately, recent media coverage has demonstrated how an 

unrelenting pressure to succeed can result in a win-at-all costs mentality whereby sporting 

success is prioritised above all else, including at the expense of athlete welfare (Grey-

Thompson, 2017; Phelps et al., 2017). In response, there have been calls for a fundamental 

shift in how elite sport organisations in the UK prepare and develop athletes to compete at the 

highest levels of international competition (Kavanagh et al., 2021), with scholars advocating 

for the safeguarding of athlete well-being to be considered paramount (Arnold & Fletcher, 

2021; Giles et al., 2020). While a substantial body of work has explored the creation of 

optimal psychosocial sporting environments (see for reviews, Fransen et al., 2016; Harwood 

et al., 2015), scholars have predominantly focused their efforts on facilitating performance or 

well-being. A recent line of inquiry that may meet this perceived gap is that of thriving. 

Broadly defined as “the joint experience of development and success” (Brown, Arnold, 

Fletcher, et al., 2017, p. 168), thriving in sport has been characterised by the simultaneous 

display of high-level subjective performance and the experience of well-being (e.g., Brown, 

Arnold, et al., 2021; Brown, Arnold, Standage, et al., 2017). Understanding how to maximise 

both outcomes within elite sport environments could offer researchers and practitioners 

mechanisms to promote athlete thriving and ultimately contribute to a new duty of care 

within these environments.  

 Thriving in sport has emerged as a unique concept in the past decade (see, for a 

review, Brown, Passaportis, et al., 2021), with scholars highlighting personal and contextual 

enablers and process variables that may facilitate and explain thriving in individuals (e.g., 
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Brown, Arnold, et al., 2021; Davis, Brown, et al., 2021). While empirical knowledge of the 

personal qualities that enable individuals to thrive is beneficial, understanding how 

environments may facilitate thriving could be of greater theoretical and applied relevance. 

Indeed, Spreitzer et al. (2005) argue that more substantial contributions to knowledge and 

practice can be gained from exploring the contexts that enable thriving. Similarly, Ryan and 

Deci (2017) suggest thriving is grounded on the proximal social contexts within which 

individuals have direct interpersonal contacts (e.g., peers, organisations), and these contacts 

are embedded within more encompassing and pervasive social systems (i.e., cultural, 

economic, and political). The relevance of these social contexts is further evident within the 

thriving in sport literature, wherein sport performers’ qualitative accounts repeatedly 

emphasise the significance of supportive interpersonal relationships in their experience of 

thriving (Brown et al., 2018), with the depth and sincerity of these connections proving to be 

important. For example, professional footballers who forged relationships with coaches and 

teammates increased their ability to thrive when joining a new professional team (Harris et 

al., 2012a). Moreover, McHenry et al. (2020) found elite figure skaters credited honest and 

open relationships with coaches as significantly impacting their sporting performance and 

well-being. Similarly, Brown and Arnold (2019) found that rugby union players’ perceived 

ability to thrive was enhanced by operating in environments that were engineered to enhance 

interpersonal relationships. To elaborate, players desired integrated, inclusive, and trusting 

environments that provided opportunities to create strong bonds between teammates and 

coaching staff and foster meaningful reciprocal connections to their sporting organisation. 

 The argument for focusing on environmental determinants to promote athlete well-

being and performance is not unique to thriving, as previous studies support the need to 

consider the athlete and their circumstances. Indeed, organisational sport psychology scholars 

have argued that athletes are not individuals operating within a vacuum (see for e.g., 
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Wagstaff, 2019), while there is ample research demonstrating the importance of the coach-

athlete relationship to athlete functioning (see for e.g., Jowett, 2017). Further, Martindale et 

al. (2007) argue for an integrated, holistic, and systematic approach to athlete development 

that incorporates the complex array of factors that combine to impact athletes’ performance 

and well-being. These interdependent factors range from organisational-level considerations 

to choices made by coaches, and highlight the systematic, integrated, and interdisciplinary 

nature of the athletes’ psychosocial environments (Martindale et al., 2005; Martindale et al., 

2007). Stambulova et al. (2021) broaden this perspective, suggesting those wishing to 

promote athletic development must incorporate the athlete’s whole environment. These 

environments comprise, amongst other factors, an athlete’s immediate surroundings, their 

interrelations within these surroundings, and the culture of their team or organisation 

(Henriksen et al., 2010). In respect to thriving, the social contexts have been shown as 

integral, yet much of the research to date has predominantly investigated thriving from the 

perspective of athletes alone, with little attention given to the other stakeholders within the 

sporting environment (see, for a notable exception, Brown et al., 2018). While athletes’ 

perspectives are undoubtedly important, it is necessary to expand the stakeholder perspectives 

garnered to better explore the complex, fluid, and dynamic processes that likely influence 

thriving within elite sport environments. For example, Dorsch et al. (2020) outlined how 

several different subsystems (i.e., family, team and environmental) have the potential to 

impact athletes’ behaviours, attitudes, experiences, and even outcomes. Further, formal sport 

organisations have been found to provide support at numerous hierarchical levels that can 

foster cohesion and a sense of belonging among members (Dorsch et al., 2020). Thus, 

facilitating thriving at an environmental level has intuitive value for a range of stakeholders 

in sport but has, until recently, received little attention. 

 It is important to recognise the variations inherent in elite sport settings when 
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considering the environmental factors that promote thriving and to design studies that can 

elucidate the idiosyncrasies within them (Brown & Arnold, 2019). There are likely to be 

considerable differences dependant on the level of competition, the sport or sporting code, 

and whether the organisation has a centralised or decentralised structure. For the current 

study, the scope of inquiry was focused on a British decentralised Olympic and Paralympic 

sport organisation, with the aims of exploring the athletic environmental factors that 

influence thriving and understanding the interconnectedness of these factors across a range of 

individuals and contexts. Understanding the interplay of thriving within complex organisation 

structures may benefit both research and practice and help to address imbalances that persist 

between athlete performance and well-being. 

2.3. Methodology and Methods 

2.3.1. Philosophical Assumptions and Methodology 

The current study design was underpinned by ontological relativism, and, in line with 

this ontology, we held a social constructionism epistemological approach. Researchers 

approaching the field with this stance do not enter a study as a ‘blank slate’ but acknowledge 

the influence their presuppositions and preconceptions may have on the social phenomena 

they study (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019), while acknowledging the historical and cultural 

specificity of implicit knowledge and assume that knowledge and power relations are 

interconnected (Burr, 2003). These philosophical underpinnings allow exploration of 

experiences of diverse individuals operating within complex organisational structures. Given 

these philosophical groundings, ethnography was selected as the most appropriate method to 

pursue the study aims, as it involves the researcher being immersed in a social setting where 

they frequently observe the everyday behaviours that characterise that setting (Bryman, 

2012). This allows researchers to navigate politically sensitive and often inaccessible and 

messy real-world environments more deftly (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019), fully capturing 
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the subtleties and nuances of the elite sport setting (see e.g., Cavallerio et al., 2016). As such, 

the researcher listens to and engages in conversations, conducts formal and informal 

interviews, collects documentation about the group, and develops an understanding of the 

culture of the group and people’s behaviour, all of which are situated within the context of 

that culture (Bryman, 2012). The result is a detailed written portrait of a particular setting; 

that is, an ethnography is a form of data presentation (Bryman, 2012; Krane & Baird, 2005), 

and not only a method of doing research. 

2.3.2. Organisation, Sport, and Participants 

Following the 2016 Olympic and Paralympic Games, there was a period of 

fundamental change in the governance of Olympic and Paralympic sport in the United 

Kingdom. This change was driven in part by the nation’s high-performance sports agency, 

UK Sport, who launched a series of new campaigns (e.g., Cultural Health Check) with the 

purpose of instilling a “sustainable winning culture” within the sport organisations they fund 

(UK Sport, 2018). Within this change, the English Institute of Sport’s performance 

psychology team launched Project Thrive which aimed to “facilitate the creation of 

psychologically underpinned and sustainable high-performance environments that develop 

the person as well as the performer to thrive” (EIS, 2018). Accordingly, many national 

governing bodies were committed to implementing new standards for athlete welfare, 

including policies and practices that safeguard well-being in the pursuit of athletic success 

(EIS, 2018). Against this backdrop, the 5th author (a member of the EIS) identified one such 

Olympic and Paralympic organisation where senior leadership were currently implementing a 

strategy to change their culture following their Culture Health Check and Walk the Floor 

Reviews. While the feedback from UK Sport had been largely positive, several concerns 

were raised that leadership wished to address. Namely, they aimed to foster greater support 

for sport science input, enhance athlete agency, move away from entrenched traditional 
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practices, address perceived unfairness in behavioural standards, and promote a sense of 

cohesion. To achieve this, the organisation was implementing a psychologically informed 

cultural change strategy (CCS) with the aim of uniting the organisation behind shared values, 

beliefs, and expectations. Ultimately, the senior leadership team (Performance Director, Chief 

Executive Officer, and Head of Culture) wished to use this strategy to create a high-

performance athletic environment that fostered performance excellence by facilitating athlete 

thriving. As such, the organisation was open to conducting research as a means of engaging 

external experts to monitor the effectiveness of their change strategy. This presented the 

research team with an opportunity to study how an elite sport organisation attempted to create 

an environment for thriving as they built towards the Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic 

Games. 

The organisation is a national governing body for an individual sport where athletes 

compete alone, often directly against their teammates. The organisation consists of separate 

Olympic and Paralympic programmes and has a largely decentralised structure, with several 

“silos” (i.e., disciplines, and in turn, campaign teams with different coaches and training 

groups) conducting their own training camps held over a two or four-day period once a 

month. Outside formal camps the athletes train independently at public facilities. Thus, the 

organisation’s ability to influence the athletes’ environment is restricted to formal training 

and competition settings. Other than the senior leadership team who oversee both programs 

and two sport psychologists who work across two silos, many staff work only within their 

silo. Historically, the Olympic and Paralympic silos have achieved consistent Olympic and 

Paralympic sporting success, with a combined total of over 70 medals, with several current 

Olympic and Paralympic medallists and multiple World Champion athletes on their 

programmes.  

During initial discussions with key gatekeepers (i.e., Head of Culture [HOC], 
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Performance Director), relevant ethical issues were explained (i.e., confidentiality, 

anonymity, participant volition) and consent to collaborate and conduct the study was gained. 

Subsequently, institutional ethical approval was obtained for the study and senior leadership 

granted me (first author) unrestricted access and arrangements were made with the HOC for 

me to approach each silo in turn and address the members. I held meetings at training camps 

where the study was outlined and both staff and athletes were asked to participate. All 

personnel who were present at these meetings were given information sheets outlining the 

study and asked to provide written informed consent. All participants agreed, specifically, 18 

athletes aged between 18 and 46 years (6 female [F], 12 male [M]), five male coaches, three 

sport psychologists (2F, 1M), two physiotherapists (1F, 1M), two male programme managers, 

one male coach development officer, and one male pathway manager. The athletes’ 

competition levels ranged from elite Olympic (n = 6) and Paralympic (n = 5) programme 

athletes to Podium Potential (i.e., development) athletes (n = 7). There were four elite 

programme coaches and one Podium potential coach. For a duration of 16 months (January 

2019 to April 2020) I was immersed within the organisation, gaining an in-depth 

understanding of its culture and inner workings. 

2.3.3. Researcher Positioning and Field Relations 

As a white, middle-class male in my 30s, I shared a common cultural background 

with the leadership, coaches, support staff, and athletes of the organisation which allowed me 

to successfully negotiate insider status and adopt a position of overt participant observer 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). To ensure I fully embodied this position I actively worked 

to occupy a place of sameness along the ‘hyphen of sameness-difference’ (Cunliffe & 

Karunanayake, 2013) by involving myself in as many activities as possible (e.g., carrying 

equipment, helping clean up, being part of team meals). Throughout my manoeuvring within 

the research context, I kept a reflexive journal to facilitate critical reflection on my role as a 
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researcher and explore how my positioning may be influencing the research process. These 

behaviours helped me to remain critically reflexive and self-aware of my own values, beliefs, 

personal history, thoughts, and actions, to avoid overfamiliarity in the field (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007). To promote fairness, criticality, voice-inclusion, and balance, my co-authors 

acted as critical friends by drawing on their experience to challenge my interpretations of 

observations and encourage me to scrutinise my reflections and conclusions through regular 

supervision throughout data collection and analysis. The second author is an established 

researcher in thriving in sport and performance contexts while the third author is an 

experienced qualitative researcher, a prominent author in organisational sport psychology, 

and has extensive experience as a sport psychology practitioner. The fourth author has 

extensive experience in researching organisational stress processes, performance 

environments and cultures, and thriving. The fifth author is an experienced sport psychology 

practitioner and at the time, was a senior member of the EIS Performance Psychology team.  

2.3.4. Data Collection 

I began my research journey with two broad aims: 1) to understand the environmental 

and contextual factors that influence the formation of an environment for thriving within an 

elite sport organisation; and 2) to explore the interconnectedness of these factors and how 

they differ across individuals and contexts. As I progressed, I narrowed my focus to explore 

key formative ideas that were developed from initial data collection and analysis (e.g., 

information sharing, athlete-and-coach-centred approach; cf. Silk, 2005). The predominant 

form of data collection was participant observation, which provided the context within which 

to situate the interactions I witnessed and the opportunity to continuously reflect upon and 

refine the initial ideas and threads being constructed as important. I started as a passive 

observer, guided by senior leadership on which settings to observe but later took a more 

proactive approach to ensure I had a complete picture of the different sights, settings, and 
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groups that made up the organisation. This involved ensuring I observed each silo both 

during training and competition. To elaborate, observations were conducted with all four 

individual silos at training camps, regional competitions, management strategy sessions and 

Olympic and Paralympic readiness camps. Observations generally consisted of two days of 

immersion within a silo at a time. Over 16 months I was able to observe transactions between 

athletes and coaches, athletes and support staff, support staff and coaches, and interactions 

between teammates. Additionally, I observed the interplay between members of the senior 

leadership team and between leadership and the coaching and support staff. Through the 

development of field relations, I was able to earn a greater level of acceptance and was 

invited to stay in the same accommodation as the teams and to join them for meals and 

socialising. This allowed me the opportunity to witness episodes that took place away from 

public domains. Observations totalled an estimated 380 hours and were recorded daily in a 

journal and later developed into detailed stories in a research log. The finished log consisted 

of 105 pages of double-sided text. 

 My observations were supplemented with informal interviews and conversations with 

key participants. Initially, these were purposefully sampled for context building, providing 

additional information to firm my understanding of the sport and the organisation. After a 

period of six-months I felt I had a robust understanding of these areas and so began to use 

opportunistic unstructured informal interviews to delve deeper into this world and to 

understand how the participants navigated and made sense of their situations. Interactions 

ranged from one to 40 minutes and took place whenever and wherever the opportunity arose 

(e.g., cafeteria, hotel lobby, driving to get lunch) and explored the broad formative threads 

that were being constructed (e.g., athlete autonomy, team ethos, silo-specific sub-cultures). 

As my thoughts developed and became more robust, I was able to combine these threads into 

semantic themes that captured what I had witnessed at the surface-level. This enabled me to 
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transition into formal semi-structured interviews (n = 12) and focus groups (n = 4) to explore 

meaning at a more implicit level through corroboration, elaboration, or discussion of an 

individual’s perceptions, feelings, and reasoning behind behaviour. Interview and focus 

group questions explored the semantic themes to provide insight into the environmental 

factors that influence thriving. For example, questions included: “Do you think your training 

environment has changed at all since the last Olympic Games?” “What are the most 

important factors of your environment?” “How do these factors influence your well-being?” 

and, “Have these changes influenced your performance?” Nineteen individuals were formally 

interviewed: athletes (n= 8); coaches (n = 4); physiotherapists (n = 2); sport psychologists (n 

= 2); programme managers (n = 2); and a coach development officer. These interviews 

ranged from 45 to 95 min, were digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim, and resulted in 147 

pages of double-spaced text. 

2.3.5. Data Analysis and Representation 

Data analysis began before fieldwork started and continued into the write-up of the 

manuscript (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019), and involved two related, but different 

approaches drawn from Braun and Clarke’s (2022) reflexive thematic analysis. The first was 

a reflexive and iterative inductive approach focused on looking for patterns and processes 

across the data that could make sense of the initial ideas and hunches being formed. Meaning 

was explored from what was explicit or manifest at the surface level and organised into 

sematic threads that could be further explored (e.g., subgroup identities, fragmentation). This 

approach was used to analyse observations, reflexive diaries, and informal interviews during 

data collection and produced four semantic themes that captured senior leadership’s approach 

to creating change within their organisation (i.e., empowering devolved leadership, athlete-

coach relationship, cohesion and team ethos, and differentiated athlete support). To 

illustrate, empowering devolved leadership contains several lower-order codes (e.g., 
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differentiated engagement, subgroup identities) that encapsulate the delegation of 

responsibility to individual silo leaders.  

The second analytical process involved a deductive approach that explored meaning 

across the entire data set (i.e., observational data, reflexive diary, interview transcripts) at a 

deeper, more implicit level and aimed to unpack the expressed realities and to single out the 

themes in the stories people tell (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The first step involved 

systematically engaging with the entire data set through a deductive process of coding around 

connections to previously identified themes (e.g., relationships) and theoretical ideas (i.e., 

agency, support, person vs performer). The next step involved grouping similar codes into 

themes and labelling them to be indicative of the participants’ experiences. This process was 

reflexive and iterative, and the refining of themes persisted into the write-up and presentation 

of the data. The final product produced three themes related to the creation of environments 

for thriving: understanding, openness, and trust.  The co-authors acted as critical friends 

throughout all stages of analysis (Smith & McGannon, 2018), challenging my interpretations 

and questioning the importance or prominence of certain themes. Given the length of the 

analysis process, it was important to keep epistemological and ontological coherence and to 

remain aligned to my research philosophies (Smith & McGannon, 2018). As such, I was 

conscious that what I referred to as data was a co-constructed account of the participants’ 

constructions of what they had witnessed and experienced (Geertz, 1973). Additionally, I did 

not take individual segments of data as reflective of organisational cultural features, rather 

they were interpreted as part of a wider body of data that was situated within the context of 

the study (Heracleous, 2001). 

 Following analysis the semantic and latent themes were combined in a first-person 

ethnographic tale, where findings are told using the participants’ own words with quotations, 

combined with interactions and situations documented in my notes and researcher reflections 
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(e.g., Cavallerio et al., 2016). Care was taken when constructing the tale to change all 

identifiable information and to use pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants, 

sport, and organisation. Presenting the findings in a coherent and concise form entailed 

selecting the most appropriate and interesting stories to share. Indeed, there were numerous 

stories that could have been presented, each illuminating a unique aspect of the complex life 

within the organisation. While this subjectivity is an integral part of ethnographic research, 

one should aspire to ensure quality in any research and so a relativist non-foundational 

perspective was employed to judge the quality of this project (Sparkes & Smith, 2009). From 

this perspective, a person’s interests are inextricable from their social reality and as such, 

there is no universal fixed criteria with which to judge the goodness of research (Sparkes & 

Smith, 2009). In place of such criteria, Sparkes and Douglas (2007) offer guidelines to assist 

readers in judging the quality of a study, and it is against these guidelines that this research 

should be evaluated. Specifically, the product of any constructive process needs to be 

plausible and coherent to provide the reader with a meaningful picture of the experience and 

it needs to credibly represent different perspectives (Sparkes & Douglas, 2007). The story 

should display empathy and respect and portray all participants in an ethically informed 

manner while attempting to provide a novel contribution to the literature that advances 

understanding of how organisational environments influence thriving. The authors should 

present their findings in a way that allows the reader to resonate with the experiences and to 

be affected emotionally and intellectually. Lastly, the story must invite dialogue and 

reflection by raising awareness of the phenomena under investigation (Sparkes & Douglas, 

2007). Readers are encouraged to consider these points when reading the ethnographic tale 

presented below. 

2.4. Results 

The following ethnographic tale is presented in the first-person (first author) and 
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begins by illustrating the importance of empowering individuals via devolved leadership 

when attempting to undertake leader-led culture change within a complex and decentralised 

elite sport organisation. To address our first aim, I then present three key environmental and 

contextual factors that senior leaders targeted to construct athletic environments that 

facilitated athlete thriving. Namely, promoting an athlete-and-coach-centred approach, the 

creation of a cohesive team ethos, and creating differentiated athlete support teams. 

Incorporated within this, I show how these factors were underpinned by three interconnected 

threads of understanding, openness, and trust. Throughout the tale, I demonstrate the 

importance of acknowledging individual differences and the presence of diverse and varied 

subgroups, thus addressing our second aim of understanding how environments for thriving 

may differ across individuals and contexts.  

2.4.1. Empowering Devolved Leadership 

 The first entry in my reflexive journal captures the scepticism I felt following my 

initial meeting with senior leaders. Their ambitious culture change strategy (CCS) was 

developed with the aim of creating “One [organisation]” by uniting four decentralised silos 

(three Olympic silos [1, 2, and 3] and one Paralympic silo [4]) into a more cohesive “team”, 

and to develop “exceptional people producing exceptional performances”. I queried the 

feasibility of leadership being able to unify four unique and isolated silos and “instil” 

common values and behaviours across such a diverse and decentralised organisation. 

Undoubtedly, my own experiences of leader-led culture change initiatives involving ‘cookie 

cutter slogans’ plastered on changing room walls influenced my perceptions. Additionally, 

my understanding of culture change literature placed issues relating to subgroups, 

fragmentation, and hegemony in the forefront of my mind. 

Early on, I observed differences in presenting behaviours I felt were related to the 

nature of the task in each silo. To elaborate, the task of performing the sport in silos 3 and 4 is 
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slow, technical, and methodical, while in silos 1 and 2 it is fast and reactive. Sam (coach, silo 

3) explained that I could think of the athletes in their silo as “scientists, architects or 

accountants constantly analysing intricate details and making minor corrections, while the 

athletes in [1 and 2] are volatile, they’re your artists, musicians, and rock stars.”. Athletes 

from silo 3 reinforced and also adopted these idiosyncrasies, describing themselves in line 

with generic personality typologies; as “introverts” compared to the “extroverts” they 

believed the other silos to be. This delineation into subgroups was entrenched throughout the 

organisation, with Jo (sport psychologist 1) suggesting silo 3’s ‘disposition’ resulted in an 

embracement of sport science support. In contrast, silo 1 showed less deference, with Ashley 

(head coach) known to dismiss months of preparation done by support staff. A top-down, 

one-size-fits-all attempt to unify such complex and differing group dynamics and identities 

seemed a challenging endeavour.    

 Equally concerning were notable inconsistencies in acceptance of the CCS between 

silos. It was apparent that the CCS had not ‘landed’ uniformly across the organisation, 

leading to fragmentation along the subgroup lines. To elaborate, the “scientists” in silos 3 and 

4 appeared less enthusiastic and embracing of the intended changes than the “rock stars” in 

silo 1. I had even noted dissension at my first visit with silo 3 when, following my 

introductory briefing, one athlete sarcastically commented that I would not find a team 

environment within the organisation. Another flexed their biceps and mockingly repeated the 

slogan “unity brings strength”, poking fun at one of the values-based slogans developed and 

launched as part of the CCS. Athletes in silo 4 were less caustic, and instead collectively 

displayed a general lack of awareness of the CCS and could not recall any specific details 

despite having attended its “launch event”. A sentiment Sam (coach, silo 3) shared with me 

over lunch, “I know the answer is ‘oh yeah, I have been told to do this, that and we're making 

strides’, but I can't honestly remember being told about any specifics that I would say come 
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from that cultural change activity”. Meanwhile, Cam (coach, silo 4) was more aware of the 

CCS, but still displayed resistance, mentioning “if I haven't taken the time to fully investigate 

it and think about how I can apply it then it certainly hasn't reached these guys [support staff] 

and definitely won't have reached the athletes”.  

My time within silo 1 produced a disparate experience. I had been briefed by senior 

leadership that while silo 1 was the most successful silo in terms of medals, it had a 

reputation as being “difficult and challenging” with other silos voicing concerns in the 

Cultural Health Check about differences in acceptable behaviour. Silo 1 was seen to “get 

away with a lot more”. Nevertheless, I found this silo exhibited a firm ‘buy-in’ to the CCS 

with coaches and staff readily referring to changes resulting from the strategy, offering 

unprompted iterations of: “if you had been here before, things would have looked very 

different”. Examples were shared: athletes involved in the structuring of camps; camp 

timetables released in advance; formal post-camp feedback mechanisms for athletes were 

now in place; and senior athletes were encouraged to mentor and coach academy athletes. 

When asked about their experiences of change within silo 1, Jamie (coach, silo 1) replied “for 

my money [organisation] has developed a culture, there has definitely been an introduction of 

a way of working that has informed a culture that is getting stronger all the time”, crediting 

the HOC and performance director with these changes. The CCS felt omnipresent here, so 

much so that I was concerned members were making assumptions about my purpose, viewing 

me as an extension of senior leadership. Thus, I felt I was being told what they thought I 

wanted to hear. I attributed this ‘collusion’ to senior leadership explicitly driving change 

within this silo, and so members had a firm grasp of the CCS. While the CCS seemed to have 

been successful within silo 1, the change felt hegemonic, with the “rock stars” encouraged to 

be more like the “scientists”. Certainly, implementing a homogeneous, organisation-wide 

culture and set of values would be easier for the senior leadership team if all silos were alike.  
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 I fed back my findings to the HOC who dismissed the importance of an “introvert-

extrovert” dichotomy and silo subgroupings. I was assured that while senior leadership had 

launched a uniform CCS across the organisation, they had purposefully allowed the strategy 

to be interpreted by leaders at silo-level, mentioning “we want people to live the values in a 

way that is meaningful to them, but they can articulate how they will live them”. This 

resulted in the differentiated levels of engagement I had observed, with leaders of silos 3 and 

4 determining that their environments were already aligned to the values of the CCS. Perhaps 

due to the overt organisation-wide perceptions of being “difficult”, coaches from silo 1 

perceived a need to change and had adapted accordingly, explicitly communicating the new 

values and culture to their members. Toni (sport psychologist 2, silo 4) later confirmed how 

their silo had been evaluated in line with the CCS, but rather than recommending change, 

leadership had reassured them that silo 4 was already “taking care of their culture”. The 

Performance Director had praised silo 4 several times, saying “you've got a good working 

team here”. This differentiation of the leader-led strategy at silo-level created change within 

the silos, with silos 3 and 4 became close-knit units that valued teamwork, support, and open 

communication. Therefore, despite remaining culturally fragmented, the organisation now 

consisted of four cohesive silos that displayed indicators of thriving, and leadership had made 

significant progress towards realising their aim of developing “exceptional people producing 

exceptional performances”. The rest of this narrative explores the ways that leadership were 

influential in creating environments within the silos that fostered these indicators of thriving 

(i.e., high levels of performance and well-being). 

2.4.2. The Thriving Environment 

 When I first saw the athletes training, I was struck by the solitary nature of their 

performance. Sam (coach, silo 3) explained, “there’s no impact or dynamism, it’s not an 

element of our sport, but the mental challenge is a huge element of performing”. These sport-
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specific “mental challenges” were recognised across the organisation, with coaches and 

support staff speaking to the importance of developing athletes to be able to “thrive” on these 

demands. Intrigued by the notion of developing “thriving athletes”, I endeavoured to discover 

what was needed to promote this. Through my time within the organisation three key focal 

points related to developing the psychosocial athletic environments were identified that 

influenced the athletes’ ability to thrive within their silos. Namely, the importance of the 

coach-athlete relationship, a cohesive team ethos within each silo, and differentiated athlete 

support networks. Underpinning all three areas are common, interconnected threads of 

understanding, openness, and trust.  

2.4.2.1. The Coach-Athlete Relationship 

The coach-athlete relationship appeared deeply embedded within the culture of the 

sport, with all members recognising the “make or break” nature of the dyad. Key to coaches 

positively and consistently influencing athlete well-being and performance, I was told, was an 

athlete-and-coach-centred approach that facilitates personal disclosure. The coaches made a 

purposeful effort to understand the athletes as individuals and to have an awareness of their 

wider-life contexts. By doing so, coaches could form collaborative, open, and understanding 

relationships that encouraged sharing and empathy. Jamie (coach, silo 1) described the need 

for understanding: “working with people in a high-pressure environment, you need to know 

what makes them tick and to recognise when the wheels are starting to come off and what to 

do in that situation”. This understanding allowed coaches to shape the environment to be able 

to get the best out of each athlete. For example, Sam (coach, silo 3) mentioned instigating 

interactions designed to demonstrate acceptable behaviours to newer athletes, whereby Sam 

would deliberately create situations with more established athletes that demonstrate a relaxed 

and open exchange. Sometimes this would be light banter, sometimes it would involve 

discussing how to solve a problem, “it's not instructional, it’s coaching”. Jamie’s (coach, silo 
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1) approach was similar, “the coach adapts their approaches, their challenges, their support to 

get the best out of [athletes], but to do that I need to know [them] first”. Encouraging 

openness and understanding also enabled the coaches to create environments where they 

could be flexible and shift along a continuum to promote well-being and performance 

depending on the situation at hand. This empathetic accuracy was not always a comfortable 

experience for the athletes as Jay (coach, silo 1) illustrated when talking about how they were 

able to help an athlete overcome a slump in performance at recent World Cup event to 

eventually win a bronze medal: “I said ‘you are the reigning World Champion, I don’t care if 

it's difficult you've got to do it, if it's impossible you've still got to try!’ You need to be direct 

because they [athletes] can be lost.” 

Coaches throughout the organisation shared similar stories of “pushing”, “giving a 

real bollocking to”, or “lighting a fire under” an athlete to influence performance. While 

empathetic accuracy and adaptability are not new concepts, the coaches were careful to 

acknowledge that to influence performance successfully these tough interactions were 

predicated on safety being firmly established within the coach-athlete dyad. This safety was 

built through understanding, openness, and trust, so that over time the athletes come to “know 

actually that you do have their best interests at heart, that you want the best for them, you 

want them to succeed and that’s why you react” (Jamie, coach silo 1). Importantly, the 

coaches realised such ‘tough love’ tactics are not without risk: “I always think, I could say 

the wrong thing to somebody really easily at a major event and see them nosedive and I 

wouldn't like that” (Jamie, coach silo 1). These ‘harsher’ coaching behaviours were familiar 

to me, having been on the receiving end of them throughout my career as a sport performer. 

What I had less experience of was the notion of a safe and trusting lens through which to 

view them. Thus, I endeavoured to hear the ‘other sides’ of these stories. Interestingly, the 

athletes held similar views and credited the level of trust in the coach-athlete relationship as 
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“key” to them achieving their performance potential, especially “when things get tough”. 

Alex (athlete, silo 3) told me if the relationship didn’t work then things were “doomed from 

the start because that’s the one person that’s going to be there when sh*t hits the fan”. 

Essential to Alex’s belief that their coach could pull them through tough times was their 

shared understanding: “The coach needs to know me as well, that’s key, know when they can 

and can't push my buttons, when to get in my face and do something … but also when I need 

praise”. 

Gaining the necessary understanding and trust within the dyad was not a quick 

process. Senior leadership identified the importance of the coach-athlete relationship to their 

goal of developing “exceptional people producing exceptional performances” and recognised 

that time was essential to this. Throughout their ambitious CCS, leadership never imposed 

restrictive timelines, as the HOC told me, “there are obvious limits to what we can achieve 

this [Olympic and Paralympic] cycle … and we know that the [silos] couldn’t have moved 

any quicker.” 

2.4.2.2. Cohesion and Team Ethos 

The senior leadership team empowered coaches and managers to take responsibility 

for creating and maintaining a “team ethos” within their silos. Admittedly, the notion of 

creating teams within an individual sport was an area of the CCS I doubted would be 

successful as there was competition between athletes not only for places on the team, but 

once in competition they needed to beat their teammates to succeed. While my initial 

observations seemed to support my views, by the end of my time within the organisation this 

had changed significantly. I witnessed athletes sharing training tips, trying each other’s 

equipment, organising “road trips” to competitions, and discussing new techniques and 

technologies all to improve collective performance. During a focus group, athletes from silo 3 

spoke about how the new cohesive environments had raised performance levels to new 
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heights and created an air of expectation that continued to push the athletes to achieve: “yeah 

you scored high, alright you still lost a few points, that culture has evolved from that because 

it's expected now that you perform because we've got the setup.” (Alex, athlete, silo 3). Sam 

(coach, silo 3) explained how they created this “team feeling” and enhanced performance by 

facilitating broad information sharing: “it’s creating that environment where it would never 

surprise me that athlete A was watching athlete B and C and saying, ‘you're struggling with 

this, have you tried this potential solution?” Developing such environments reduced athletes’ 

perceived pressure to produce results and alleviated many anxieties they had hitherto 

experienced. Alex mentioned that it “wasn't this way before, it was just you come in and you 

perform or you're out, that’s it!” Robin (athlete, silo 4) stated: “They [leadership] want you to 

perform, but they've taken that [fear] away and want you to be the best you can be and if the 

medals come, they come and so, it actually allows you to be your best.” 

The “team” environments now positively influenced athlete’s general well-being, 

motivation, and task enjoyment. For example, Dylan (athlete, silo 3) mentioned: “The culture 

of helping, you need good relationships and respect for each other otherwise with all the 

competition if you haven't got that light-hearted side as well, it's a bit toxic.” Importantly, it 

was a commitment to openness and trust that allowed for smoother interactions and a greater 

sense of relatedness between athletes. Sasha (athlete, silo 4) explained in a focus group: 

“People understand each other a lot more than they did before, people are allowed to build 

that understanding and that relationship with each other”. Nevertheless, some coaches 

disagreed with prioritising cohesion above more technical aspects of coaching. Jay (coach 

silo 1) felt some of the CCS elements were taken from team sports and thus did not fit their 

training environment. He added that increasing technological resources and support available 

to athletes would be more beneficial: “there are other [support] practitioners to put in place, 

that's what I want to do”. 
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2.4.2.3. Differentiated Athlete Support 

The importance of open communication and collaborative relationships extended to 

the support staff teams. While not part of the CCS, leadership had restructured these networks 

so each high-performance programme athlete had their own “Close Support Team (CST)” 

that provided sport science support. These ‘teams’ were handpicked by the athletes and 

comprised a coach, a sport psychologist, and any other individuals the athletes felt would 

significantly impact their well-being and performance. The athletes had agency in defining 

who they want around them, what roles these people perform, and: “how they want the mood 

and the behaviours to be at that time and in that environment [competition]” (Cam, coach silo 

4). This ensured athletes were supported by a team that understood them as individuals. Sam 

(coach silo 3) mentioned the benefit this level of understanding brought to the coach-athlete 

relationships as there were now additional staff “keeping their antennae tuned in to the 

athletes”. These “antennae” created more mechanisms for feedback and provided input on 

subtle cues the coaches may miss in their coaching interactions. Sam told me that depth of 

understanding was “key to getting the best out of the athlete and for the [CST] to be as 

effective as they can be”. All members of the CST worked towards a collective understand 

and a common language. Jamie (coach silo 1) explained this was vital as it meant coaches, 

CST, and athletes could all work together, “It can't be psych[ologists] doing one thing, we do 

another and then an athlete in the middle, we have to be a team, we each have to understand 

what the other is doing”.  

These differentiated support teams positively impacted the athletes’ performance and 

well-being, with Andy (athlete, silo 4) appreciating the “flexibility and understanding in it 

[CST], for not every athlete is the same”. This allowed for individual preferences to be 

accounted for and worked into training regimes, as Kris (athlete, silo 3) explained “that 

understanding within the [CST] allows us to train in the way that's going to maximise our 
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own performance … the way that is best suited to us”. The restructuring of the support 

systems also provided role clarity for staff, which positively contributed to the relationships 

formed between the athletes and their support staff. During a focus group Sasha (athlete, silo 

4) mentioned how support staff “are actually allowed to do their jobs now, they’re allowed to 

do what they're best at and it allows us to get the most out of them and it allows them to get 

the most out of us”. Robin (athlete, silo 4) added “if they are all able to work together the 

knowledge and their ability to benefit us multiplies significantly, that magnifies the impact 

that they have on our performance”. 

While the restructuring of the CST resulted in several beneficial changes and 

improvements to the support staff structures, it failed to address one persistent underlying 

issue experienced by athletes and coaches. One area of contention centred on the access to 

physiotherapy support, with athletes desiring increased contact time with physiotherapy staff. 

Due to a lack of resources, certain support staff had been reduced. During one of my earlier 

visits, Robin (athlete, silo 4), a veteran of three ‘cycles’ lamented the decreased access to 

physiotherapy support under the new structures, saying “there are areas where we’ve lost 

some really good support”. Sam (coach, silo 3) also felt strongly about the lack of 

physiotherapists available to the athletes, telling me “we don't get enough physio[therapy] 

support, period! That's a source of huge frustration for me because I firmly believe of all the 

sport sciences, physio[therapy] is probably one of, if not the most important”. Sam’s views 

had been expressed to leadership on numerous occasions, but Sam perceived a belief by 

leadership that psychology support was more important. While Sam thought physiotherapy 

was a greater need, he did appreciate the increased psychological support, stating that “if I get 

more psych[ology] support and no physio[therapy] support I'll grab it because I know it will 

make a positive difference”.  

Despite these frustrations, I found the negative impacts of such issues were somewhat 
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offset by an acknowledgment that the senior leadership were “doing their best”. Kris (athlete, 

silo 4), for example, showed an awareness for the realities of funding in elite sport and that 

leadership were constrained by limited resources. They told me midway through my research 

that “[leadership] have a much more open-minded and understanding way of going at it than 

they did before, you can tell that they want it to be as good as it can they are just limited”. 

While the athletes and coaches expressed a desire for further improvement, they appreciated 

the changes made and understood it was not realistic to have every need met. Robin (athlete, 

silo 4) summed up a discussion we had around lack of support staff during one of my final 

visits by acknowledging: “Years ago we'd have needed a bolster and hammer to chop off the 

big, horrible lumps here, but all we're doing now is polishing, we're just after that glossy 

finish”. 

2.5. Discussion 

The aims of this study were to explore the environmental factors that influence 

thriving within a decentralised Olympic and Paralympic sport organisation, and to understand 

the interconnectedness of these factors across a range of individuals and contexts. These aims 

became entwined within the CCS the organisation was undertaking, making extrication of the 

two processes impossible. Therefore, we begin the discussion by deconstructing the senior 

leadership team’s attempts to change the culture within a decentralised organisation. Given 

the many challenges inherent within such an organisational structure, the success of the 

change strategy adds a new dimension to existing leader-led cultural change literature. 

Following that, we explore our first aim by discussing how an organisation committed to 

safeguarding athlete welfare while striving for performance excellence can implement 

changes that improve athlete well-being and sporting performance in tandem. By prioritising 

understanding, openness, and trust, organisations can create athletic environments that enable 

athletes to thrive. Interwoven within this discussion, we address our second aim by 
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showcasing the need for organisations to differentiate their approach across individuals and 

contexts. 

Despite facing the monumentally difficulty task of initiating cultural change across 

four unique and distinct silos, senior leadership’s efforts to create change appeared 

successful. While the CCS was intended to instil a homogenous set of shared values and 

guiding principles that would change the culture of the entire organisation, the practical 

implementation of the strategy was more nuanced. McDougall et al. (2020) suggested leader-

centric culture change initiatives should not assume culture is a homogenous and 

homogenising phenomenon, as this ignores the variability, contestation, and ambiguity that is 

likely inherent in any group of diverse individuals (Martin, 2001; Ortner, 2005). Indeed, the 

diversity and complexity of the individual silos would likely have rendered leadership’s 

efforts at organisation-wide integration unsuccessful. The leaders in this organisation 

circumvented these potential pitfalls by empowering the devolved leadership structures 

within the individual silos and by facilitating differentiated levels of engagement with the 

recommended principles and behaviours. By anticipating these subgroup differences and 

adapting their strategy, the leaders gave sub-group members agency and ownership over their 

own change which allowed silos to maintain important practices, traditions, and customs 

essential to their identities (Geertz, 1973; McGuire et al., 2021). Similar approaches to 

creating and empowering devolved leadership structures have contributed to creating 

effective climates in centralised elite sport organisations (e.g., Hodge et al., 2014), while 

Cruickshank and Collins (2015) suggest that leader-led cultural change must involve 

important cultural architects as “buy-in” from these socially influential individuals is integral 

to implementing and driving change. Further, Martindale et al. (2005; 2012) argue that it is 

important for an organisation to develop guiding principles of practice, but to allow for these 

principles to be enacted differently within different contexts (see also Feddersen et al., 2021). 
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The effectiveness of developing principles or values that are homogenous but differentially 

applied in practice as demonstrated in this study adds to the success of such approaches seen 

in culture change interventions across several elite sport contexts (Henriksen et al., 2010; 

2011). 

Elite sport organisations are embedded within social and cultural contexts that include 

the wider national sporting culture (Henriksen et al., 2010). As mentioned previously, the 

sporting culture in the UK was characterised by scrutiny and evaluation of organisational 

practises due to instances of abuse and the detrimental treatment of athletes. This context was 

a driving factor behind senior leadership’s desire to create an environment for thriving within 

their organisation. Underpinning the steps taken to achieve this was an undertaking to 

promote understanding, openness, and trust. This was evident in the prioritisation of open and 

trusting relationships between coaches, support staff, and teammates, and highlights the 

integral role those proximal social contexts play in athlete thriving (Brown & Arnold, 2019). 

In respect to the coach-athlete relationship, senior leaders in the organisation recognised the 

importance of these relationships in enhancing athlete performance and well-being (e.g., 

allowing time for meaningful relationships to develop). Indeed, coach-athlete interactions 

have been identified as a context within which changes to athlete well-being and performance 

can be achieved, with the quality of these interpersonal connections being influential (Jowett, 

2017). Senior leaders also encouraged an organisation-wide commitment to ensuring these 

unique dyadic relationships were meaningful, inclusive, and empowering, providing time and 

space for a coach-athlete-centred approach to form. Such an approach allows athletes and 

coaches to develop and grow alongside one another and for the relationship to become the 

medium that enhances their sport experience, performance, and well-being (Jowett, 2017). 

The formation of such strong relationships created conduits through which leadership could 

devolve the responsibility of promoting thriving to the coaches. This was vital given the 
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decentralised organisational structure limited leadership’s direct involvement in the athletic 

environment. In turn, coaches embraced this responsibility and actively forged connections 

by manipulating social environments to demonstrate acceptable behaviours, model openness 

and trust, and develop understanding. This resulted in high levels of empathetic accuracy 

which has been previously suggested as fundamental for successful social interactions 

(Lorimer & Jowett, 2009), and ensured athletes trusted the sincerity of the relationship and 

permitted coaches to safely use a broad range of motivational behaviours.  

In addition to the coach-athlete relationship, senior leadership utilised individualised 

support teams as a conduit to promote thriving. Providing athletes agency to construct their 

own support networks resulted in these teams having higher-quality open relationships, which 

afforded athletes more avenues for personal disclosure and opportunities for regular and 

informal communication. These have been identified as important features of talent 

development environments, allowing for information sharing and the development of trust 

(Martindale et al., 2007). Further, the understanding created within these teams facilitated 

support staff and coaches to work together more efficiently and allowed for consistent and 

clearly defined aims and objectives that could be communicated through a shared language. 

Athletes were able to define their aims and preferences and felt confident in their team’s 

ability to support them to reach their goals. Such clarity can provide realistic expectations for 

all involved and positively contribute to long-term athletic development and well-being 

(Martindale et al., 2007; 2012). Additionally, individualised support has been posited as an 

essential contributing factor to sustained athlete well-being within elite sport environments 

(Martindale et al., 2007; Stambulova et al., 2021), while coaches and support staff 

understanding athletes as an individual has been shown as an influential success factor in elite 

sport development pathways (Martindale et al., 2012). 

Thriving was seemingly further facilitated through the creation of a strong team ethos. 
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While the importance of positive team dynamics is widely recognised (Eys et al., 2019), this 

research shows that a team ethos does not need to be organisation-wide to effectively 

influence athlete thriving. Senior leaders in the organisation recognised the clearly delineated 

and persistent subgroups and delegated the development of the team ethos to the coaches 

within each silo. These coaches were able to achieve a collective ethos by following the 

senior leadership team’s directive to encourage athletes to respect individuals and their 

processes, embrace the collective value that can be obtained from broad information sharing, 

and to problem-solve collectively. Such processes have been associated with high levels of 

cohesion, well-being, and performance in elite sport environments (Henriksen et al., 2010), 

and increased psychological safety and creativity in organisational settings (Hu et al., 2018). 

Thus, this collective action may have facilitated athlete thriving by enhancing performance 

outcomes while buffering against negative and detrimental effects caused by constant 

competition and individualisation. Leadership’s prioritisation of understanding, openness, 

and trust, and their commitment to creating close and cohesive team environments was 

perceived by athletes as a commitment to enhancing athlete development and well-being and 

served to reduce perceptions of pressure to produce results. This may be interpreted as a 

commitment to developing athletes holistically, rather than focusing on performance 

outcomes (Stambulova et al., 2021). 

This study provides a unique window into an elite sport organisation’s attempt to 

change their culture and to promote thriving in athletes across training and competition 

environments. While the findings offer insights into the effectiveness of environmental and 

cultural change, the study is limited by the narrow conceptualisation of what constitutes an 

athlete’s environment. The focus of change was targeted at the athlete’s immediate athletic 

environment, with little attempts made to expand the change strategy beyond this. This may 

appear limiting and contradictory, given that leadership’s approach to developing thriving 
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athletes was based on taking a whole athlete view. Such a perspective is predicated on the 

assumption that all facets of an athlete’s life (i.e., family, friends, school) influence their 

performance and well-being (Stambulova et al., 2021). Focusing on holistic talent 

development has been shown to be successful across all stages of an athlete’s career (see e.g., 

Wylleman et al., 2013), but this involves a systems or ecological conceptualisation of the 

athlete’s environment that incorporates both micro (e.g., athletic environment) and macro-

level (e.g., cultural and societal) influences (see Henriksen et al., 2010). Therefore, senior 

leaders in the present study may have achieved greater success in their endeavors if they had 

broadened their influence to incorporate the wider or whole environment (Stambulova et al., 

2021). While this limitation is acknowledged, previous research has demonstrated thriving to 

be a context-specific and subjective experience, with the ability for athletes to thrive within 

one context, but not another (see e.g., Davis et al., 2021). The current study adds to this by 

suggesting that thriving may be facilitated by the immediate athletic context. Furthermore, 

the narrow focus on just the athletic environment must be contextualised alongside the 

specifics of the current organisation. With limited time and access to shape the athlete’s 

environment, the leaders did not have the reach to drive change beyond the immediate 

athletic environment. Thus, rather than being a limiting factor, this study provides a view of 

the realities faced by decentralised organisations and offers insights into how leadership can 

overcome the challenges inherent in leader-led change initiatives (see e.g., Alverson et al., 

2017) and still effectuate holistic environmental change that can develop athletes to thrive.  

2.6. Conclusion 

In this study, we aimed to explore the environmental factors that influence thriving 

within a decentralised Olympic and Paralympic sport organisation and to understand the 

interconnectedness of these factors across a range of individuals and contexts. We believe 

this study provides a novel contribution by considering the challenges facing decentralised 
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organisations that wish to promote principles of practice that ultimately enable athletes to 

thrive. In addressing our first aim, we have highlighted how an organisation-wide 

commitment to prompting relationships founded on understanding, openness, and trust, can 

enable organisations to create psychosocial environments that facilitate thriving. Regarding 

our second aim, and based on these data, senior leaders should recognise the importance of 

empowering others via devolved leadership when attempting to implement these key 

principles of thriving. The devolution of responsibility to subgroup leaders circumvents 

difficulties of promoting a new duty of care within decentralised organisational structures and 

can reduce the homogeneity of leader-centric change initiatives. This delegation of 

responsibility might allow for the differential implementation of new principles and values to 

influence the extent to which individuals might share subgroup identities. Therefore, while a 

decentralised structure may present challenges for promoting a duty of care and culture work, 

these data can be interpreted as evidence that it is possible to create decentralised high-

performance environments that enable athletes to thrive. 
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Chapter 3.    “Are You Here for Performance or Are You Here for Well-

being?”: A Sport Psychologists Experiences of Promoting Thriving in a 

British Olympic Sport Organisation 
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3.1.  Abstract 

To support the growing calls to safeguard athlete health and well-being in the pursuit 

of sporting success, empirical research into thriving may offer practitioners potential 

mechanisms to promote both outcomes simultaneously. Yet, given that elite sport 

environments are often characterised as complex and volatile, applying theoretical knowledge 

is often not straightforward. This study aimed to bridge the gap between theory and practice 

by exploring a sport psychologist’s attempts to promote thriving within an Olympic sport 

organisation. Using a Participatory Research approach, the specific needs of a practitioner 

were addressed by establishing collaborative working relationships where the first author 

acted as a critical friend to a sport psychologist. Over a 9-month period, the complexities of 

promoting thriving were explored, revealing several key considerations for practitioners and 

organisations wishing to promote athlete thriving: 1) the promotion of thriving requires an in-

depth understanding of the athletic environment and organisational systems; 2) a diverse 

array of athlete perspectives are needed when determining what contributes to and constitutes 

a thriving experience; and 3) practitioners need to deftly negotiate complex interpersonal 

relationships when advocating for, instigating, and maintaining change at an organisational 

level. Through studying the experiences of an applied practitioner, this study draws attention 

to the complex and challenging scenarios practitioners face when promoting change at an 

environmental level within elite sport organisations. 
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3.2.  Introduction 

Competitive sport can be a stressful and demanding endeavour, with significant 

pressures faced by athletes (Arnold & Fletcher, 2021), coaches (Olusoga & Thelwell, 2016), 

and support staff (Arnold et al., 2019). While there have been extensive advancements in 

stress management strategies (Arnold & Fletcher, 2021; Simpson et al., 2021), the incessant 

drive for performance excellence within elite sport environments may have deleterious 

effects on athlete well-being (Grey-Thompson, 2017). Indeed, elite sport organisations have 

been characterised as highly complex and competitive environments that require high levels 

of performance to remain profitable, funded, and effectively operating (Cruickshank & 

Collins, 2012; Wagstaff & Larner, 2015). The pressure to win can lead to sporting success 

being prioritised above athlete welfare (Phelps et al., 2017). As such, there have been calls 

for a fundamental shift in how elite sport organisations prepare and develop athletes to 

compete at the highest levels (Kavanagh et al., 2021), with scholars advocating for the 

safeguarding of athlete well-being to be considered paramount (Arnold & Fletcher, 2021). 

Thriving, while in its infancy, may be of interest to sport organisations, practitioners, and 

researchers looking to safeguard athlete well-being while ensuring they achieve the levels of 

performance necessary for their sport organisation to be successful. That is because thriving, 

defined as “the joint experience of development and success” Brown et al., 2017, p. 168), has 

been characterised in sporting contexts as the simultaneous experience of high levels of both 

performance and well-being (Brown et al., 2018).  

Following Brown et al.'s (2017) original conceptualisation, thriving in sport has 

received increased attention with researchers advancing understanding of the concept in sport 

performers (see, for a review, Brown, Passaportis, et al., 2021). To elaborate, achieving the 

development and success indicative of thriving requires individuals to experience full and 

holistic functioning across subjective, context-relevant indicators of performance and well-
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being (see, Brown, Sarkar, et al., 2021; Ryan & Deci, 2017). The ability to thrive has been 

associated with several psychosocial variables that can be largely grouped into personal (i.e., 

individual attitudes, cognitions, and behaviours) and contextual (i.e., environmental 

characteristics and social agents) enablers (Brown et al., 2017). Example personal enablers 

include personal resilient qualities, recognising challenge, desire and motivation, and positive 

perspective (Brown et al., 2017, 2018; Gucciardi et al., 2017), while example contextual 

enablers include social support, parent-athlete attachment, peer and teammate relationships, 

connection to sporting organisation, and supportive coach-athlete relationships (Brown & 

Arnold, 2019; Davis et al., 2021).  

Furthermore, basic psychological need satisfaction (BPNS; Ryan & Deci, 2017) and 

challenge appraisal are believed to be a key process variable of thriving (Brown et al., 2017), 

with both reliably shown to predict thriving in sport performers (Brown, Arnold, Standage, 

Turner, et al., 2021; Brown, Arnold, Standage & Fletcher, 2021; Brown et al., 2017). Along 

with the suggested determinants of thriving, the experience of thriving has been found to 

provide a platform of momentum for future personal growth and sporting performance 

improvements (Brown et al., 2018). Therefore, the identification of positive outcomes of 

thriving (e.g., Brown et al., 2018) as well as potential mechanisms to promote it (e.g., 

(Brown, Arnold, Standage, Turner, et al., 2021) make thriving an attractive goal for sport 

organisations. 

 Applied sport psychology practitioners wishing to maximise the benefits of thriving 

may consider the contextual enablers as holding the greatest potential to promote thriving 

within sport organisations (Brown & Arnold, 2019). Indeed, Ryan and Deci (2000) suggested 

that an individual’s ability to reach their full potential for growth is contingent on the features 

of the environment they are regularly exposed to, and that thriving is likely grounded on 

direct interpersonal contacts within these environments (e.g., peers, teams, organisations; 
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Ryan & Deci, 2017). Adopting a holistic view of athletes’ context that incorporates the 

features of their wider environments has been shown to positively impact development and 

performance of academy and elite athletes (Henriksen, 2015; Martindale et al., 2007).  

In addition, the importance of social interactions and connections within sporting 

environments has repeatedly emerged in sport performers’ qualitative accounts of thriving, 

whereby the significance of supportive interpersonal relationships to their experience of 

thriving is emphasised (Brown et al., 2018). Importantly, in Chapter 2 I found athletes 

identified the understanding, openness, and trust developed with coaches and support staff as 

instrumental in their ability to perform and to experience high levels of well-being within 

their sporting environment. Similar accounts have been shared by professional footballers 

(Harris et al., 2012a), rugby union players (Brown & Arnold, 2019), and elite figure skaters 

(McHenry et al., 2020). While contextual enablers appear to be integral to athlete thriving, 

influencing these enablers within increasingly complex, turbulent, and volatile elite sport 

organisations is likely a complicated task requiring a consideration of organisation-wide 

systems and influences (Wagstaff, 2016; Study 1).   

 The importance of adopting an organisational lens when considering athlete well-

being and performance is well-established within sport psychology research (Wagstaff & 

Burton-Wylie, 2019; Wagstaff, 2019). Indeed, applied sport psychology practitioners are 

increasingly being asked to consult on the creation, adaption, modification, and evolution of 

organisational environments, climates, cultures, and practices (Collins & Cruickshank, 2015; 

Fletcher & Wagstaff, 2009; McDougall et al., 2020). This is encouraging given the ability for 

practitioners operating at this level to initiate change and promote environments that facilitate 

athlete thriving on a broader scale. Nevertheless, for practitioners to be effective at 

influencing change within an organisation, they will likely be required to coordinate with a 

diverse range of social agents (e.g., coaches, support staff) who intersect to support the 
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development, preparation, and performance of elite athletes (Arnold et al., 2019; Henriksen, 

2015). This may require them to draw upon competencies and skills not fully established 

during their professional development and training (Fletcher & Arnold, 2011; Collins & 

Cruickshank, 2015; Cruickshank et al., 2018). Moreover, practitioners are encouraged to 

engage in evidence-based practice, nevertheless, Winter and Collins (2015) lamented a lack 

of applied relevance in much of the general sport psychology research. While these 

comments were not directed at thriving or organisational research directly, applied sport 

psychology practitioners have expressed dissatisfaction with the usefulness of scientific 

literature available to them which has led to limited research-informed practice (Winter & 

Collins, 2015).  

In discussing the apparent gulf between research and practice within the sport 

psychology discipline, Keegan et al. (2017) pointed to research that does not adequately 

consider the applied setting. Indeed, the continued creation of scientific research that is not 

integrated into practice is a recognised concern among sport and exercise science researchers 

more broadly, who warn of a growing know-do gap (Fullagar et al., 2019; Leggat et al., 

2021). Therefore, scholars wishing to advance understanding of thriving within elite sport 

organisations should look to ensure research does not contribute to this expanding divide, and 

that it incorporates the competencies of and realities for applied sport psychologists. Thus, to 

advance the utility of thriving in safeguarding athlete well-being in the pursuit of sporting 

success, this study explored the experiences of an applied sport psychologist attempting to 

promote thriving within an Olympic sport organisation.  

3.3. Methodology and Methods 

3.3.1. Participatory Research 

To understand how thriving may be implemented within elite sport organisations this 

study explored the experiences of an applied sport psychology practitioner operating within 
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an Olympic Sport organisation in the UK. Further, the intention with this study was to “go 

beyond” merely observing and documenting by creating knowledge that could be practicable 

and useful to both sport psychology research and practice. To facilitate such knowledge a 

participatory research (PR) approach was adopted. PR approaches are underpinned by a 

relativist ontology (Scotland, 2012), and grounded in constructionism, whereby researcher 

and participant co-construct knowledge that is subjective and inextricable from the wider 

social, cultural, moral, ideological, and political context of the research (Braun et al., 2016; 

Sharpe et al., 2021).  

What distinguishes PR from other approaches “lies not in the methods but in the 

attitudes of the researchers which in turn determine how, by and for whom research is 

conceptualised and conducted” (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1667). Thus, PR involves a 

commitment to a collaborative process between the participant and the researcher (Sparkes & 

Smith., 2014), which allows for “the integration of researchers’ theoretical and 

methodological expertise with non-academic participants’ real-world knowledge and 

experiences into a mutually reinforcing partnership” (Cargo & Mercer, 2008, p. 327). This 

‘bottom-up’ approach to research focuses on situated perspectives and priorities (Cornwall & 

Jewkes, 1995), displays a dedication to understanding the local context, and looks to ensure 

any knowledge created is useful and can effectuate change (Riley et al., 2001). By involving 

participants in all aspects of the research process, the role of the researcher is changed, and 

the power of decision making is shifted to those being researched (Chisholm & Elden, 1993; 

Macaulay et al., 1999). 

3.3.2. The Research Context 

The current study was situated in the UK in the lead up to the Tokyo 2020 Olympic 

and Paralympic Games. During this period the English Insitute of Sport (EIS), who provide 

sport science and medical support to several British sporting National Governing Bodies, had 
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launched their performance psychology teams’ Project Thrive. This initiative was aimed at 

facilitating the creation of psychologically underpinned and sustainable high-performance 

environments that “develop the person as well as the performer to thrive” (EIS, 2018). The 

research team was involved in a collaboration with the EIS to explore the efforts of EIS 

practitioners implementing thriving within Olympic and Paralympic sport organisations (see, 

e.g., Passaportis et al., 2022). The current study forms part of this body of work and 

documents the experiences of an applied sport psychology practitioner operating in a highly 

successful Olympic sport organisation with a strong history of athletic success. 

While this organisation had been successful, senior leadership had conducted an 

independent audit of their organisational culture and environment and were dissatisfied with 

the findings: athletes were described as surviving rather than thriving, experienced 

hierarchical and controlling coaching structures, and perceived a lack of autonomy. 

Consequently, senior leadership were expressly committed to promoting thriving across their 

organisation. To facilitate this aim, an applied sport psychologist (hereafter referred to by the 

pseudonym “Jo”) had recently been brought into the organisation to form part of an expanded 

psychosocial leadership team with a remit to facilitate athletes, coaches, and staff to thrive 

not only in training, but in all aspects of their sporting lives. While Jo had no prior 

engagement as a participant or collaborator in thriving research, she was aware of the 

research team and their ongoing work with the EIS. Thus, she identified an opportunity to 

engage with external academics to assist her with promoting thriving in her organisation. The 

organisation’s senior leadership (i.e., Performance Director [PD] and Head of Performance 

Services [HOPS]) were open to Jo collaborating with the research team and met with myself 

(first author), the third author, and Jo to discuss the parameters of what such a project would 

entail. From this meeting it was established that Jo and I would work together, but that 

participation from the organisation would be limited to Jo to minimise disruption during such 
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a critical period (i.e., preparation for the Olympic Games). Following this meeting, 

institutional ethical approval was obtained by the research team for the study to be conducted.  

3.3.3. Methodology 

This study began with Jo communicating the real-world problem she was facing to 

myself. Namely, how to implement a strategy to promote thriving that is underpinned by 

theory and scientific evidence within an Olympic sport organisation. Jo expressed difficulty 

with operationalising the extant literature on thriving as she felt the existing research findings 

did not translate to the complex enablers of thriving within the dynamic organisational 

structures. This translational challenge presented an opportunity to combine Jo’s applied 

expertise with the research team’s knowledge and understanding of thriving to explore how a 

sport psychologist may use thriving literature within an elite sport context to produce 

knowledge that would ultimately be useful to the participant, the organisation, and the 

applied sport psychology field. However, operationalising the principles underpinning PR 

across the entirety of a research project can be a complex endeavour for academic researchers 

and their partners (Cargo & Mercer, 2008). As such, Cargo and Mercer (2008) propose an 

integrative practice framework that serves to guide researchers and collaborators in the 

design, implementation, and evaluation of their PR endeavours. The authors suggest 

considering five domains: 1) identifying what the values or drivers behind the research are, 2) 

deciding who should participate in the research, and the form their participation will take, 3) 

establishing how partnerships are initiated and how they will evolve over the course of the 

project, 4) how the core elements of PR for the current project should be communicated, and 

5) the value PR will add in each of the research phases. This framework influenced the design 

of the current study and ensured trustworthiness and rigor throughout the research process. 

Identifying the primary values or drivers is fundamental in enabling researchers to 

select the most appropriate strategies to engage participants in ways that respect and fit with 
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their contexts and realities (Cargo & Mercer, 2008). The intent with this study was to explore 

how thriving literature may be utilised in an applied setting and to use these findings to 

reduce the know-do gap between research and practice. Thus, we aligned our approach 

behind the key integrating concept of translating knowledge into action, which aims to 

produce knowledge that addresses the real-world needs of practitioners and translate this into 

action through practice (Cargo & Mercer, 2008). To achieve this, I occupied the role of 

facilitator, offering theoretical insight, research knowledge, ideas, and experiences while 

recognising and embracing Jo’s knowledge of the context (Sense, 2006). Essential to such an 

approach was “providing opportunity for the participant to actively explore their subjective 

realities and experiences of the world around them” (Sharpe et al., 2021. p. 3). Participation 

in this project was limited to Jo who took on the role of co-researcher and was engaged in all 

aspects of the project, from decision making to data analysis and the final presentation of 

findings. While the partnership between Jo and myself was initiated by Jo, during preliminary 

meetings the core PR elements of collaboration and integration of knowledge and expertise 

were explored. Through these meetings both parties committed to maintaining an equitable 

partnership characterised by the sharing of power and responsibility through ongoing, open, 

and honest dialogue. This was realised within a decision-making environment that supported 

diversity of opinion and the expression of different points of view (Cargo & Mercer, 2008). 

With respect to the fifth domain, establishing how PR would add value to each phase 

of the participatory project, this was done through a continuous evaluative process that 

influenced the methods that were employed. To elaborate, the project comprised a series of 

ten online meetings (ranging from 90 – 150 minutes) between the lead researcher and Jo over 

a 9-month period (Aug 2020 – April 2021). Each meeting was recorded and treated as a 

distinct stage of the research process, with the purpose of our interactions varying dependent 

upon Jo’s needs at the time. This produced a cycle of iterative action and reflection, whereby 
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the content of a meeting would inform Jo’s applied practice for the following weeks. The 

subsequent meeting would contain an evaluative component whereby the efficacy of this 

practice would be reflected upon by Jo. Further, between meetings, I would reflect on our 

discussions, share my thoughts and reflections with the second author who provided a more 

analytical lens, and feedback any insights or guidance to Jo at the meeting. Jo and I would 

then combine our reflections to plan a further course of action. To illustrate, the first meeting 

was used to unpack Jo’s context, her role, and her specific challenges, opportunities, and 

requirements. Through this dialogue, we explored the uncertainty Jo felt with how she should 

begin to implement thriving. The meeting ended with Jo identifying the organisation’s 

strategic vision as a potential resource that could be used to provide a starting point for her 

actions and endeavoured to dissect it. Several weeks later, Jo reflected on this process and 

discussed the strategy with input and guidance from myself which culminated in a new 

course of action for Jo to pursue. This structure was repeated for all ten meetings and ensured 

that the research process was entirely led by Jo, was tailored to her context, and tracked the 

ongoing developments in her journey to promote thriving.  

3.3.4. Analysis and Presentation 

Data analysis comprised two distinct phases. The first was an ongoing participatory 

analysis that spanned the duration of data collection (i.e., the ten meetings). As analysis and 

reflection were integrated into the collaborative process of the research, this ensured that 

meaningful analysis was engaged with from the beginning of the project through a form of 

participatory analysis (Cahill, 2007). This collaborative and constructive process of reflection 

involved analysis with Jo, whereby Jo and I would ‘check back’ with one another to clarify 

interpretations, understandings, and suggestions (Bhavnani, 1994), and determine whether the 

project was getting at what it was intended to find out about (Chahill, 2007). These processes 

moved the project forward and reflect a commitment to collective knowledge production 
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which assumes knowledge is most powerful when produced collaboratively (Fine et al. 

2003). For example, Jo initially intended to use a thriving profile tool we developed to create 

a needs-profile of the athletes. Upon reflection and discussion with the second author, I 

suggested that it may be better served as means to gain supplemental information that could 

be used to instigate meaningful conversations between athletes and staff.  

Upon completion of data collection and participatory analysis, the second phase of 

data analysis began. This involved analysing the entire data set (all meeting recordings) using 

narrative analysis. Smith and Sparkes (2009) distinguish between two starting preferences for 

narrative analysis, namely story analyst and storyteller. To effectively portray the complexity 

of Jo’s experiences, I elected to adopt a storyteller standpoint as this allowed me to move 

beyond telling Jo’s story, to showing her story (Smith and Sparkes, 2009). This move from 

telling to showing involved shifting from an analysis of the story towards considering the 

storytelling as an analysis in itself (Smith & Sparkes, 2009). An effective way to do this is to 

engage in creative analytical processes (CAP) which encompass a broad range of research 

practices that are both creative and analytical (Richardson, 2000). Through the crafting of a 

story, the researcher takes on the role of storyteller by engaging in a writing process that 

draws on various tools of narrative (i.e., dialogue and plot) to shift between showing what is 

said to showing how it was told (Smith & Sparkes, 2009).  

For the current study, this involved drawing on CAP techniques to retell the story of 

using PR to promote thriving within an Olympic sport organisation. To achieve this, the 

research process was divided into five ‘steps’, where each step is a factual representation of a 

significant course of action taken by Jo that was informed from the collaborative research 

process. The factual accounts of each step are then combined with my interpretations of 

conversations held with Jo and interwoven with her quotes to produce a first-person (i.e., first 

author) reflective account. The final story was shared with Jo to garner her reflections (Smith 
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& McGannon, 2018), and to ensure that her story was shared ethically. The final account is 

present below and details the experiences of conducting PR with an applied practitioner.  

As advised in this type of research (see Sharpe et al. 2021), it is necessary to provide 

detail on the author when presenting findings in the first person. I come to this research from 

a previous career as a professional sport performer and this study forms part of my doctoral 

thesis exploring thriving within Olympic and Paralympic sport organisations in the UK. I was 

responsible for developing, cultivating, and maintaining the collaborative relationship with 

Jo, for data collection, and for formal data analysis. The second author (DB) is an established 

researcher in thriving in sport and performance contexts and provided theoretical insight and 

critical reflection to me throughout the research process. The third author (CW) is an 

experienced qualitative researcher, a prominent author in organisational sport psychology, 

and is an HCPC registered sport and exercise psychology practitioner with extensive applied 

experience. CW was responsible for the initiation of this research project by facilitating initial 

meetings between Jo, the gatekeepers of the organisation (PD and HOPS), and myself while 

also acting as a critical friend and offering guidance and support to me throughout the 

research process. The fourth author (RA) has extensive experience in researching 

organisational stress processes, performance environments and culture, and thriving. RA is an 

HCPC registered sport and exercise psychologist and was involved in editing and reviewing 

the manuscript. 

3.4. Results 

3.4.1. Step 1 – Identifying the Problem 

I was struck by Jo’s enthusiasm and readiness to embrace the challenges that lay 

ahead and buoyed that she saw value and benefit in our partnership. Her positivity and 

determination hardly wavered throughout our first meeting, even when she spoke about the 

difficulties of finding her feet in her new role and that her resolve and philosophies were 
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being tested on several occasions. Rather, she was excited by where she was and what she 

was doing. “I guess I’m more experienced now” she told me, emphasising her sense of 

resilience and adaptability while explaining how the PD and HOPS were giving her freedom 

to do the job her way, and that their verbal assurance had been authenticated by their actions. 

A welcome contrast to her previous role! Indeed, Jo was determined to remain true to her 

principles in what she experienced as the “brutal world” of elite sport. A world that was all 

about facilitating performance outcomes and winning medals. As if to illustrate, she regaled 

me by recounting the time she had been “‘chewed out’ for all to hear” by the highly 

experienced head coach for “overstepping her bounds”. This overstepping related to asking 

an athlete how they were coping with an intense block of training. She added that “Old Jo” 

might have shrunk away after being verbally battered like that, but this Jo was less “rock-

able”, she wore that experience as a badge of honour. She felt part of a select few and 

recognised an opportunity to learn everything she could about elite performance from such an 

experienced coach. Jo wanted to change minds and win coaches over, even if they had always 

done things “their way”. Even if “their way” had always produced Olympic medals. Yes, Jo 

was determined to help leadership transform their organisation and make it thrive.  

There were signs in our preliminary meetings that Jo’s positive disposition was not 

impenetrable. She was nine months into her role when our collaboration began and conceded 

that a particular coach’s comment had been difficult to shake: “are you here for performance 

or are you here for well-being?” A seemingly innocuous question when compared to some of 

her other encounters, yet it had stuck with her. I gathered it was because Jo took pride in 

being meticulous and detail-oriented, she looked to the research to inform her actions because 

that’s what gave her certainty. “That’s what good practitioners do, right?” Jo understood the 

thriving literature, it resonated with her, and she knew that to be effective she needed to 

dedicate time to understand the culture and nuances of her new sport. Since joining the 
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organisation, she had listened, probed, observed, and worked to place herself in the best 

position possible to implement the leadership’s vision of thriving. Except we had formed our 

partnership because, despite all that effort, Jo felt no closer to knowing what to “actually do”. 

She could not simply lift the neatly presented theories and applied implications from 

academic journals and fit them to the dynamic complexity of the organisation (see Table 3.1). 

The findings could not be condensed into a “clear action statement” she could “hang her hat 

on” and say, “this is why performance matters, this is why well-being matters, and this is why 

thriving matters”. This lack of certainty had left Jo unable to formulate a strong, confident 

response to the question “are you here for performance or are you here for well-being?”. She 

was there for both; she certainly believed performance and well-being were equally 

important, could be experienced in tandem, and she knew senior leadership felt the same. 

Their vision was for everyone to thrive.  

Jo’s appointment to the organisation was triggered following an internal review assessing the 

organisation’s culture and climate. She shared the most pertinent excerpts with me, how the 

culture and climate was “described or experienced when at its worst”. These “headlines” 

included: “athletes in survival mode just doing what they’re told; simply a cog in a machine; 

autocratic coaching structure; no athlete agency/voice”. The findings of the review had not 

been attractive reading. Therefore, Jo had known when she started that “thriving” was in the 

senior leadership team’s vision as a mechanism to address these issues, and she had been 

aware that implementing this vision would be challenging (see Table 3.1). It was evident Jo 

was trying to introduce change into an environment that had achieved outstanding success by 

rigidly adhering to the same formula for years. Thus, while well-being might be valued in this 

environment, Jo needed to convince people that it could be incorporated without impacting 

the “winning formula”. She was doing all of this within a large and complex organisation, 

with increasing pressure to “get it right” if she was going to be successful. As the only sport 
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psychologist serving the Olympic squad, Jo performed two roles within the organisation. One 

was familiar and comfortable; her professional development had prepared her to work one-to-

one with athletes and coaches. Plus, she had several years’ worth of experience operating in 

elite sport at this level, witnessing the visible differences she could make and feeling how 

rewarding that could be for her. But Jo recognised she could only take thriving so far in this 

manner before she would “hit a ceiling”. The organisation’s environment would curtail her 

best efforts. Jo’s other role involved her work as part of the psychosocial leadership team, 

and it was here she knew she could have the greatest impact on thriving and perhaps raise 

that ceiling. Sure, there would be less certainty to her actions as her professional development 

had not covered how to implement a systems-level vision of thriving, yet she was committed 

to making thriving work. There was an opportunity to create change within her organisation, 

and maybe other practitioners could learn from what she got right. “Or more likely what I get 

wrong!” 

3.4.2. Step 2 – A Way Forward 

The vision of the senior leadership team had been laid out in their Olympic Planning 

Strategy for the 2024 and 2028 Olympic cycles. The strategy aimed to facilitate thriving and 

to enable people to perform to their best by placing people and their well-being at the centre 

of the organisation’s actions, recognising that well-being drives sustainability, and ensuring 

athlete are not just “a cog in the machine”. Jo had poured over the 52-page document and 

remarked to me how thriving was seen as a stable experience, as someone always being able 

to deliver their best performance. Yet, leadership recognised the need to create an adaptable 

and dynamic system to cope with the complexity of the organisation. How then would a 

stable thriving experience materialise in this dynamic complexity? She admitted that 

leadership’s use of a performance-oriented description of thriving  (i.e., “delivering their 

best”) was not a portrayal of thriving she felt comfortable “hanging her hat on” just yet. For
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Table 3.1 Examples of issues impacting thriving within sport organization 

Issue Description Manifestation in Environment Impact on thriving 

History of Olympic 

Success. 

Achieved outstanding success at 

multiple and consecutive Olympic 

Games. 

Many key stakeholders beholden to system that has proven 

successful; presenting resistance to change at times. Wish to 

maintain status quo despite opportunity to positively evolve 

the sport, people & culture. Perceive nothing is wrong “don’t 

fix what isn’t broken”. 

Athlete retention consistently falling each cycle, with some 

athletes unable and/or unwilling to commit to multiple Olympic 

cycles. Coaches’ perception of ‘performance problems’ can be 

influenced by results. 

Hierarchical 

leadership 

(coaches). 

Successful and experienced head 

coach often leading with 

autocratic/transactional style. 

Staff (i.e., coaches, support staff) have limited autonomy or 

flexibility.  Programme determined by head coach, most toe 

the line out of fear or respect. Perform only their assigned 

role- little freedom within the coaches’ programme to expand 

their role and responsibility.  

Limits levels of fulfilment, empowerment, and purpose. Despite 

coaching elite athletes, just delivering a premade programme. 

Support staff feel more like service providers than experts in 

performance to be utilised fully.  

Structure of 

Training Day. 

Every minute at training venue is 

timetabled. Train 6 days a week.  

Little time for reflection, conversation. Little time to work on 

personal strengths or weaknesses outside of scheduled 

training. Psych support often requires proactive planning in the 

schedule for greater impact.  

Homogenization of time and space leaves little room for 

individualization. Difficult to form real connections or analyse 

inner thoughts/feelings. Little time to be vulnerable. Little time 

for other interests/hobbies/identities although some athletes 

demonstrate this. 

Size and 

Complexity of 

Organization. 

Large team of personnel of 100+ 

across athletes, coaches, and staff’. 

Divided into men and women’s’ 

teams, further subdivided into 

disciplines. 

Large and varied group of individuals with differing wants and 

needs. Multiple “micro” environments that are all unique. 

Many athletes compete against each other until selection, then 

become teammates. 

How to implement a system that impacts thriving across a large, 

complex, and diverse organization, while being specific enough 

to accommodate subgroup needs. Difficult to promote cohesion, 

trust, authenticity. 

Person vs 

Performer. 

Athlete’s view, and are viewed, often 

as a cog in the machine – with a 

priority toward physical 

characteristics. 

Personal lives largely left “outside this building”. Every 

session is recorded – produces measurable outcome = 

constantly measured and compared. Athlete worth often tied to 

performance, leaving some finding it challenging to identify 

strengths beyond physical characteristics e.g., I am strong/fast. 

Less importance placed on subjective performance or 

experiential outcomes i.e., feeling-based goals. Frequently being 

measured impacts competence, drives competition, and removes 

autonomy. Largely speaking, everyone is required to do same 

session, hit same targets. 

Well-being Less of 

a Priority. 

Many coaches perceive athlete well-

being as high because what is often 

heard is “I’m fine” or “athlete told me 

they were OK when asked.” 

Organization continues to produce results, perception that 

athletes must be well if they perform. Head coach struggles to 

see how well-being impacts a performance or is a ‘problem’ 

when athletes are training or performing well. “Athletes thrive 

when they’re winning.” Well-being seen as soft. 

Pervasive view that objective performance is paramount - an 

indicator of well-being. Coupled with highly challenging training 

culture and need to be tough, well-being conversations are 

difficult to have and difficult to get engagement outside of senior 

leadership.  
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example, one query she had was where would well-being fit into it and how would that 

description align with a desire for well-being to be at the centre of the organisation’s 

campaign? Additionally, Jo surmised the linking of well-being and sustainability was 

intended to combat the high athlete attrition rate between Olympic cycles and was therefore 

more akin to “well-being for performance than for well-beings’ sake”. Thus, leadership’s 

solution to stemming the tide was to form a sustainable culture and environment that ensures 

the athletes feel valued and rewarded for the dedication and investment they give to the sport. 

Such lofty goals and ideals were the bedrock of the strategy and were indicative of 

leadership’s ‘blue-sky thinking’. While Jo recognised the merit in producing a high-level 

strategy, it gave her little that was actionable or that she could put in place to promote 

thriving ‘on the ground’.  

 Jo was meticulous, a “planner”, and gravitated towards a V-MOST framework (i.e., 

vision, mission, objectives, strategy, and tactics; Sondi, 1999) when contemplating how to 

implement leadership’s strategy. She liked the linear, structured way of thinking, but we 

knew that was unlikely to work here. She needed to look and listen to what was in front of 

her, to what she had learned in her time with the sport. To ground her thinking, Jo and I 

returned to the theoretical definition of thriving as development and success which in sport is 

indicated by performance and well-being. Performance would be an “easy sell”; coaches 

would be happy to buy into a way of working that enhanced performance outcomes. It was 

the well-being side of thriving that Jo felt may require more work. Well-being could become 

inconspicuous within the training and competition environments, with coaches struggling to 

recognise well-being’s direct benefit to performance. It was often assumed that if the athletes 

were performing well, they must be well. Achieving any real engagement with well-being 

conversations had thus far been difficult for Jo (see Table 3.1). Nevertheless, the Olympic 

Strategy document was primarily dedicated to providing athletes with value, a sense of 
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purpose, and control in their action’s: a commitment to enhancing eudaimonic well-being1. Jo 

expected that most coaches, when they heard the word well-being, thought of hedonia, of 

happiness and pleasure. By referring to the dimensions of eudaimonia instead of well-being 

itself, Jo thought well-being might appear less “soft” and this may allow her to gain more 

traction. Tailoring how Jo ‘sold’ the well-being side of thriving made us consider the need to 

make thriving more relevant by integrating language already utilised within the 

organisation’s systems. Jo was enthused, we were forming a plan and she felt she could 

finally begin to take her first real steps forward. 

3.4.3. Step 3 – Conceptualising Thriving 

3.4.3.1. In Search of a Sport-Specific Definition 

“Are you here for performance or are you here for well-being?”. Jo knew that a strong answer 

to that coach’s question would have little space for academic jargon. If she wanted to “get 

thriving across” she would have to make thriving relatable to peoples’ ‘every-day’ and embed 

the lexicon of the organisation within her thriving discourse. She needed to conceptualise 

what thriving may look like “in this environment”. Despite a transactional style and apparent 

apprehension of psychological support, Jo was compelled to turn to the Head Coach. With a 

history of Olympic success, Jo approached her to garner what she had learned about thriving 

from training Olympic medallists within this sport. While the coach did not offer up a list of 

defining characteristics, she did recount numerous stories about what had underlined her most 

successful athletes’ achievements. From these stories, Jo was able to extract a sport-specific 

model of thriving that we termed the Thriving Mindset Model (TMM) (see Figure 3.1). This 

model captured the fundamental characteristics underpinning the coach’s stories. So, was this 

 

 

1Eudaimonic well-being refers to the subjective experiences associated with eudaimonia or living a 

life of virtue in pursuit of human excellence (Ryan & Deci, 2001).  
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Jo’s definition of thriving for this sport? If athletes had belief, if they were ready for 

competition, if they could adapt and compete as one to execute a winning performance then 

would these be factors that would facilitate their thriving? Maybe, but the absence of any 

explicit reference to well-being was hard for Jo to reconcile.  

 Returning once again to the thriving literature, Jo and I critiqued her TMM to 

consider how well-being would fit within it. We identified well-being would underpin each of 

the five dimensions. For example, considering belief, well-being might encompass self-

efficacy, and having purpose. Readiness could contain dimensions of competence, while 

synergy may include a sense of belonging, trust in one another and having good support 

networks. Therefore, we felt this model had potential to develop into a sport-specific 

definition of thriving; if a coach asked Jo why thriving was important, she would be 

comfortable presenting the TMM as a visualisation of what she was trying to do. She could 

respond that thriving was essential because “to produce a team that has high synergy and 

performs well together, we need a team that can support each other and that has good 

relationships”. Jo was confident that framing thriving as a TMM might help her subtly 

challenge the dichotomous thinking around well-being and performance within the 

organisation. She did not need to ‘tick off’ every component of well-being mentioned in the 

literature to still be promoting it. The fact that she knew well-being was incorporated into her 

model made Jo more comfortable with consigning the word well-being to the background. 

Preaching the importance of well-being to uninterested ears was not likely get her very far, 

and so maybe sacrificing the word was justified.  

3.4.3.2. A Ubiquitous Thriving Experience? 

Jo extended an invitation to coaches to discuss the TMM ideas, but none took up her offer.  
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Figure 3.1 The Thriving Mindset Model (TMM) 

Belief: confidence in oneself, one’s skills and ability to execute. Readiness: readiness to 

compete, composure on start line, appropriate individual and team arousal levels; 

Adaptability: Flexible competition plan, adapt to opponents and conditions; Team Synergy: 

gel as a team, being united, move in sync; Execution: execute what needs to be done, deliver 

skills in order to execute a winning performance 
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Figure 3.2 Example dimension of TMM Profile Tool 
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Frustration clouded Jo’s face when she told me this, but only for a moment before her 

enthusiasm returned. While waiting for responses that never came, Jo pushed forward with 

exploring the utility of the TMM model. Due to the Covid-19 lockdown, she was unwilling to 

canvas athletes directly at the time, so as an alternative, Jo met with a group of retired 

athletes to discuss thriving in their sport. This group comprised eight seasoned Olympians 

(several were gold medallists) who remained involved with the Olympic programme. From 

their discussion the ‘individuality’ of thriving became clear, as thriving had been a “different 

experience for everyone”. Some had thrived on the monotony of training, of being “almost 

robotic”, getting in, doing the work, going home, repeat. Others thrived “in spite of” the 

monotony. The robotic routine got them ready to compete, but they had thrived only when 

competition began. These thriving experiences were significantly influenced by their elite 

status as athletes: “we were first on any roster, top of the pile.” Selection was never in doubt, 

there was no constant need to fight and prove themselves worthy of their place. They had the 

evidence of what they could achieve: “I don’t know what thriving would look like for those 

further down that roster, who only got their sport after months of battling for selection”. In 

fact, their elite status provided them the ability to shape their environments, to exert their will 

and to be heard. These athletes had not been passive agents who merely absorbed their 

environmental influences, rather, they had exerted their own agency on the environment, 

bending it and shaping it to benefit them and enable them to cope with the challenges of the 

sport (i.e., intense training, competition). They had initiated difficult, open conversations 

among teammates to promote trust and respect which was acknowledged as being easier for 

an established champion than a novice athlete: “I wouldn’t have had the nerve to come and 

ask me to share what makes me tick if I was in their [novice] shoes”. 

Following a period of reflection on the athlete feedback, I developed a nagging 

concern that until this point, we had clearly neglected the individual subjectivity of thriving, 
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despite what the literature said. What became apparent was the TMM was created from 

reflections of a successful coach which we had then augmented with input from some of the 

sport’s most successful competitors. I queried Jo if we were in danger of prioritising the 

success component of thriving and thereby contextualising thriving as dependant on 

performance outcomes. Whether that would consign all other athletes who did not achieve 

outstanding success, who did not have a voice, to never be able to thrive? How did our 

approach incorporate the nuances of individual differences, the temporal fluctuations of 

training and competition, and differing degrees of agency within the environment to ensure 

everyone could thrive, not just those at the top of the selection roster? To effectively promote 

thriving for all, Jo would need to know which athletes thrived in training and viewed 

competition as just any other day; which athletes could find an extra 10% in competition that 

would make them thrive; which athletes likely faced long periods of uncertainty over their 

selection and were just surviving until then; which athletes were certain of their place from 

the start; and which athletes may never thrive. “Well, that’s simple enough!” Jo had smirked. 

A uniform TMM that could be produced by manipulating a few key environmental factors 

was unlikely to be achievable amid such individuality and complexity. Perhaps a better 

course of action was to reorient our focus from creating a system that promoted thriving 

towards a system that championed the recognition of individual athlete’s needs? By 

celebrating individuality, placing the person at the centre of what they do, and then shaping 

their environment around what was understood of the person, Jo might have the greatest 

impact on well-being and performance. Being acutely mindful of the physical homogeneity 

that dominated the sport and her organisation, she understood she would need to create space 

within her TMM to recognise that athletes are unique individuals, with unique thriving 

experiences. 
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3.4.4. Step 4 – A Thriving Profile 

Daunted by the ever-increasing complexity of attempting to develop a thriving 

environment, Jo’s considerations instead looked for the “lesser of two evils” and turned to 

promoting thriving on an individual level. This involved shifting back to her role as a one-to-

one practitioner which appeared to be a more comfortable space for her. This initially felt like 

a step backwards to me, but nevertheless, Jo was enthused about reimagining the TMM and I 

deferred to her applied expertise at this point, content to be led in a direction that was most 

useful to her. A few weeks later Jo shared her progress with me. She had deconstructed the 

TMM into an assessment tool she planned to use to create a unique thriving profile for 

individual athletes. Essentially, she had subdivided each of the five dimensions into six 

descriptors which were arranged along a continuum from underplayed to overplayed (see for 

e.g., Figure 3.2). The intention, she explained, was for athletes to indicate on the scale where 

they felt they sat for each descriptor. Such a tool, she hoped, could identify individual needs 

and preferences, and enable Jo, the support staff, and coaches to promote thriving by shaping 

the environment around these. From an academic perspective, I had reservations. Such a 

“tool” would require numerous rounds of testing before it could be deemed valid and reliable 

in a research capacity. Yet, Jo’s tool was useful to her, in her context, in her role, with her 

athletes. It had been developed in and captured the complexity of their environment and after 

some discussion, we agreed there was indeed value in the ability to create a visualisation of 

how each athlete functioned for each descriptor, and what it “looked like” when each athlete 

thrived.  

3.4.4.1. A First Iteration 

To know what an athlete’s thriving profile looked like, Jo needed to establish a 

thriving baseline. By now, the athletes had returned to training at their facilities and so Jo 

recruited a small sample of four athletes to pilot her profile. She took them through the TMM 
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Profile, explaining each dimension and its underpinning characteristics, making sure to define 

what the descriptors meant and that this was a strengths-based model. She also ensured they 

understood that the continuum from underplayed to overplayed did not connote value, rather 

everyone’s “sweet spot” upon it was likely different. The intention was not to measure a 

score for each descriptor, but to paint a picture of what their optimal functioning might look 

like. Jo asked them to think about their best performance; a performance where they had felt 

particularly good, had done well but had also been under significant pressure (i.e., an 

important competition). For some, it was the last team trials they took part in, for others it 

was the final at the Rio Olympic Games. With this performance in mind, they indicated 

where they felt they had sat for each dimension at the time. Shortly after, the athletes took 

part in “benchmarking week”, an intense week where the athletes undergo a battery of 

physical assessments and tests before they move into a new training block. Immediately after 

this week concluded, the same four athletes were asked to indicate on the profile where they 

felt they currently were. Jo brought the completed profiles to our next meeting. 

At this point, we did not have a clear idea of how Jo would use this information. Yet, 

one of the athletes had queried if this was “just another measure” that would generate a 

“belief score” for example, which reaffirmed my suggestion to avoid quantifying the data. 

Through our discussions and reflections with the profile data, we found its power lay more in 

the detail and stories it could prompt people to tell when combined with the athlete’s context. 

For example, one athlete’s profiled showed them feeling “underplayed” on nearly all 

descriptors apart from those for execution, where the athlete was predominantly 

“overplayed”. From this, one might determine that said athlete may be feeling unprepared, 

lacking belief in their ability, and that they have not yet developed an effective relationship 

with their team. This resulted in them being unable to execute at benchmark testing, perhaps 

trying too hard to compensate. While this might have been speculation, Jo followed up with 
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the athlete and, using the profile to prompt conversation, learned that the athlete was having 

difficulty with the current uncertainty surrounding the Tokyo Olympic Games and lack of 

adequate preparation due to lockdown. The athlete self-described as far “off my best” and 

was trying hard to get back there. Therefore, we felt that the best use for this profile was as a 

prompt to generate open and frank conversations with athletes about their performance and 

well-being. Conversations that could increase awareness about individual strengths and 

limitations and identify how best to support the athlete. A way to develop deeper, more 

meaningful connections between staff and athletes which could facilitate thriving. Jo was 

delighted with the progress, and we began to brainstorm other applications for the thriving 

profile. We saw potential application with dyads and teams to create awareness of 

preferences and differences, of strengths and weaknesses. She was planning, she was excited, 

she felt she had her definitive answer: she was there for thriving. She would begin at the 

individual level, but there was potential to scale it up to groups and the organisational system. 

3.4.5. Step 5 – Coming Full Circle 

A period of six weeks elapsed before our next, and ultimately final meeting. I had 

logged-in to the meeting excited to explore how the profiling tool had progressed, to hear 

about how Jo had trialled it with her first dyad. I noticed a difference in Jo almost instantly. 

As soon as pleasantries had been exchanged, she quickly steered the conversation in a 

different direction. Evidently, she had spent some time working at the systems-level in her 

role with the psychosocial support team. Jo explained how, as a team, they had a vision to 

“provide valuable expertise to coaches and athletes to prepare and support them to be ready 

for competition”. One of Jo’s objectives when she had started with this team had been to lead 

on pulling together the larger psychosocial team’s strategy for Paris 2024 and beyond. Jo 

believed that they had all collectively bought into their strategy of developing athletes, 

coaches, and staff to perform to their best and thrive, and had, therefore, pushed ahead with 
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her TMM. She had felt she was clearly aligned to the group’s goals. However, today Jo was 

different. The excitement and enthusiasm that had characterised Jo’s demeanour in our 

previous meetings was replaced by visible frustration. 

 For the last year and a half, Jo had worked to understand thriving within the context 

of her sport, to move it from a high-level ideal to something actionable, something tangible 

that could be implemented and that could achieve results. Yes, she may have made sacrifices 

along the way: well-being was not as prominent in her strategy as she would have liked, but 

she had been strategic. She had relented on semantics, conceding the ‘word’ well-being in the 

battle to win the war, but she had not turned her back on it. She had endeavoured to build 

well-being into her strategy in all but name and had achieved relative success working with 

athletes and coaches. Yet, when she had presented her work and all she had done over the 

past 18 months to the psychosocial team, there had been some resistance. Because Jo had not 

established a shared understanding with her colleagues for how well-being was being applied, 

there was no consistency of language, method, or definition. Moreover, by forging ahead 

with the TMM by herself, Jo had not factored in people’s personal preferences and methods 

of working. Thus, Jo found her “success” from working with one “micro team” (i.e., athletes) 

did not automatically translate across the different organisational systems (i.e., psychosocial 

team), despite these systems having a similar vision (i.e., promoting thriving). Her colleagues 

expressed apprehension that well-being was not explicitly named in the TMM. They were 

concerned that Jo’s TMM valued performance over well-being. Further, there had been 

discussion around whether achieving the vision of “everyone thriving” was even attainable. 

Jo had gone to the meeting excited to share something tangible that could be used to 

answer the question of how to promote performance and well-being. Instead, the TMM had 

been questioned for being too performance focussed and the meeting had reverted right back 

to a groupthink attempt to define what was meant by thriving, about how it might be 
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achieved, if at all. About what direction they should be going in. Because the change Jo had 

created did not occur linearly or consistently across the two organisational systems, people’s 

“languages, methods, and beliefs could not evolve with it”. Thus, Jo had found herself having 

the same conversations she had held on so many occasions over the past year. While she was 

frustrated by this, she conceded that she was happy to be more creative with the semantics of 

well-being if she was making progress, but “when someone holds tightly to the belief of well-

being as the most important thing, when you take that idea and make it more implicit it 

doesn’t always sit with everyone’s preference”. Thus, as much as Jo saw potential in being 

able to have an impact working at the systems level, there was just as much potential to get 

bogged down in ‘blue-sky thinking’, perfect ideals, and lofty guiding principles. Jo was on 

the ground, she was in the thick of it, she felt she knew what it would take to get thriving 

across the line. It would not be done by going back to the drawing board. Once again, Jo was 

being asked if she was there for performance or for well-being. Except now, she felt she was 

perceived as being there solely for performance.  

3.5. Discussion 

In this study, I used PR to explore how a sport psychology practitioner attempted to 

develop a thriving environment within an Olympic sport organisation. By prioritising the 

experiences and expertise of the participant in the research process, we hope to have 

illuminated the challenges and practicalities that applied practitioners face when operating 

within complex multidisciplinary teams and the complex realities of translating knowledge 

into action. In doing so, thriving within elite sport settings is shown to be a subjective and 

contextualised experience, with several considerations for sport organisations wishing to 

facilitate athlete thriving. Namely, the promotion of thriving would appear to require not only 

an understanding of the associated enabler and process variables, but an intimate, in-depth 

understanding of how these variables are embedded within a specific context. Further, this 
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study shows the individual nature of thriving in sport and the need for those wishing to 

promote thriving at an environmental level to consider a diverse array of athlete perspectives 

when determining what contributes to and constitutes a thriving experience. Through the 

accounts of the participant, the results demonstrate the multitude of stakeholders that applied 

practitioners interact with when integrating and implementing theoretical knowledge into 

practice and when advocating for, instigating, and maintaining change on an organisational 

level. Thus, this study draws attention to how practitioners within multidisciplinary coaching 

and support teams need to continually balance and rationalise their decisions amidst complex 

and challenging scenarios. Taken collectively, the findings further calls (e.g., Leggat et al., 

2021) within the wider sport science literature to produce research that is: informed by the 

applied setting, focuses on knowledge creation rather than dissemination, and reduces the 

current know-do gap within sport psychology research.  

Based on the present observations, applied practitioners seeking to promote thriving 

may wish to target the contextual enablers previously identified as being influential to 

thriving, most notably significant interpersonal relationships. In the current study we 

demonstrate the importance of the systems, histories, and cultures of the sport and 

organisations these relationships are embedded within. Such organisational praxes may 

dictate how individuals interact with the enablers of thriving and how thriving is experienced 

within that setting, as what contributes high levels of perceived performance and well-being 

may be experienced differently both within and across sports and organisations. To elaborate, 

the attainment of success is one core component of experiencing human thriving (Brown et 

al., 2017), with high levels of perceived sporting performance integral to thriving in athletes 

(Brown et al, 2018). What is less understood is the impact that previous attainment of success 

can have on the interpersonal connections suggested to be determinants of athlete thriving. 

Scholars have emphasised that enabling open and honest relationships between athletes and 
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their coaches, support staff, and teammates positively impacted athletes’ thriving (Brown & 

Arnold, 2019; Davis et al., 2021; McHenry et al., 2020). Yet, the findings from this study 

illustrate the need to recognise potential imbalances of power among athletes within the sport 

environment that allow some athletes to benefit from the positive effects of these 

relationships more than others. Athletes who are more experienced and who have achieved 

previous high levels of success may utilise their status as a powerful platform for personal 

growth (e.g., Jewett et al., 2019), and may be able to exert influence within interpersonal 

relationships more effectively than novice or less established athletes (Collins & 

Cruickshank, 2015). Given that researchers have found thriving in sport may positively 

predict future thriving in sport for up to 28 days (Brown, Arnold, Standage, & Fletcher, 

2021), having an increased ability to shape interpersonal environments may predispose 

successful athletes to thrive. As such, those interested in facilitating thriving for all need to 

account for power imbalances between teammates within elite sport to ensure all individuals 

can thrive and not just those who are already successful. 

The in-depth exploration of thriving within a specific elite sport context provides 

support for previous descriptions of thriving as a temporal experience. That is, thriving can be 

experienced within a specific sporting encounter (Brown, Arnold, Standage, Turner, et al., 

2021), or as a more overall perception of high levels of well-being and performance over a 

longer period (Brown et al., 2017, 2018). Further, Brown et al., (2018) found sustained 

experiences of thriving would likely have an end point and that this could have potentially 

negative impacts on athletes’ well-being and performance. The findings presented here add to 

this understanding by suggesting significant variations in athletes’ ability to thrive contingent 

on different periods of the training and competition cycles, with potentially lower levels of 

functioning outside of these periods. A novel consideration from this research is that 

achieving thriving may be dependent on these specific time-dependant scenarios, with some 
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athletes only thriving in competition for example. This is likely to further complicate any 

attempts by sport psychology practitioners to create a standardised environment that 

facilitates thriving for all athletes. Thus, the subjective, contextualised, and temporal nature 

of thriving experiences may require the formation of environments that prioritise the 

principles of thriving (i.e., contextual enablers) but allow for individual differences and 

expression within them. Indeed, the connection between understanding the athlete as an 

individual and factors of sporting success and well-being has been shown within elite talent 

development pathways (e.g., Martindale, et al., 2012), while Martindale et al., (2007) 

highlighted the effectiveness of prioritising individualised athlete support to promoting 

athlete well-being. Thus, while it may be possible to promote overarching principles of 

effective practice in promoting thriving, the implementation of these principles within 

individual contexts may ultimately look different for each sport organisation. Such 

approaches have proven effective in promoting the holistic development of athletes in 

academy and elite setups (e.g., Martindale et al., 2007; Stambulova et al., 2021).  

While this research advances understanding of thriving, it also provides a significant 

contribution to understanding the lived experiences of a sport psychology practitioner 

employed within an Olympic sport organisation. By capturing the realities of ‘doing’ applied 

sport psychology, this study highlights how practitioners operating in elite sport organisations 

are increasingly being required to provide their services in a multitude of evolving scenarios 

while integrating within multidisciplinary teams and collaborating with senior leadership. 

This can involve working collaboratively with a diverse range of social agents to design and 

deliver psychologically informed organisational change strategies that implement 

leadership’s strategic visions for the organisation (for e.g., see Chapter 2). Previous scholars 

have written about the success and impact practitioners can achieve when operating at a 

systems level (see for e.g., Henriksen, 2015; Henriksen et al., 2011; 2020), and suggest that 
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successful practice should incorporate a systems theory or ecological approach (Diment et al., 

2020). Yet, there is a scarcity of resources depicting the challenges and difficulties inherent in 

effectuating such encompassing change (see for notable exception, Larsen, 2017). Any 

environmental or ecological approach within elite sport will incorporate the perspectives of 

numerous coaching and support staff. When these individuals operate within an organisation 

where they face relentless pressures to develop successful performers who deliver in the 

short-term (Cruickshank et al., 2013), the need to win can permeate into the operating culture 

of the organisation (Nesti et al., 2012). As shown in this study, when these operating cultures 

have a track record of being successful it can make stakeholders resistant to change. Thus, 

practitioners may need to work hard to position any desired changes to organisational 

practice as not hindering performance outcomes, but also having the potential to enhance 

them. Such work likely requires the use of broader, more politically astute behavioural skills 

to achieve the buy-in necessary to practice effectively at a systems level (Collins & 

Cruickshank, 2015). 

Beyond the need to draw on advanced interpersonal skills to deliver effective practice 

within a sport organisation, the results highlight how practitioners are required to make 

increasingly complex yet balanced and rationalised decisions. Jo’s story illustrates not only 

the intricacies of integrating theory into applied practice, but also the continual need for 

practitioners to strategically select and modify the components of theory they feel will be 

most effective to achieve their aims within their context. These choices may need to be 

balanced against a potential lack of knowledge or scepticism amongst stakeholders about 

sport psychology (Johnson et al., 2011). The ability to successfully implement change as a 

practitioner therefore requires developing an in-depth understanding of the culture and 

practices of the organisation, and the ability to effectively communicate understandable 

messages to staff and athletes (Larsen, 2017). In the current study, the practitioner was able to 
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make progress towards their aims by biding their time until they had a firm grasp of their 

context and using this understanding to integrate the language of the organisation into the 

theory they were basing their practice upon. Additionally, they had to compromise on certain 

aspects of this theory and skilfully adapt the psychological concepts to be relevant to their 

sport and context. These findings add to existing calls for the training of sport psychology 

consultants to target professional expertise such as professional judgement and decision 

making alongside the development of professional competence (Cruickshank et al., 2018). 

While effective sport psychology practice requires the ability to select and creatively apply 

broad theories, principles, and interventions to specific clients, contexts, and challenges 

(Portenga et al., 2017), practitioners rarely do so in a routine manner (Cruickshank et al., 

2018). Thus, to operate at the organisational level, practitioners need to have the 

competencies and capabilities to navigate these complex settings (Wagstaff & Hays, 2020). 

3.5.1. Conclusion 

The aim of the current study was to explore the experiences of a sport psychology 

practitioner operating within an Olympic Sport organisation in the UK and to use these 

findings to reduce the know-do gap between research and practice. Through the experiences 

shared in the findings, this study provides several considerations for sport organisations and 

applied practitioners wishing to facilitate athlete thriving. Namely, the effective promotion of 

thriving requires an intimate, in-depth understanding of how the contextual enabler variables 

are embedded within the organisational systems. Further, thriving is a subjective experience 

and those wishing to promote thriving at an environmental level need to consider a diverse 

array of athlete perspectives when determining what contributes to and constitutes a thriving 

experience. Additionally, the findings demonstrate the multitude of stakeholders that 

practitioners are required to work with and illustrates the need to deftly negotiate complex 

interpersonal relationships when advocating for, instigating, and maintaining change on an 
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organisational level. In doing so, this study draws attention to how practitioners within 

multidisciplinary coaching and support teams need to continually balance and rationalise 

their decisions amidst complex and challenging scenarios. 
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Chapter 4. Thriving Transitions: Participatory Action Research to Create 

an Induction Programme for a British Olympic Sport Organisation 

 

 



 

 

86  

 

4.1. Abstract 

Elite sport environments are becoming increasingly complex and volatile as sport 

organisations search for a competitive edge to deliver instant and consistent success. These 

multifaceted environments have the potential to significantly impact athlete well-being and 

performance and may be a particularly salient influence for athletes transitioning into elite 

sport organisations. Thus, in this study, I was approached by several members of a British 

Olympic sport organisation who wished to create an induction programme for new athletes 

that would facilitate thriving. To achieve this aim, we used a participatory action research 

(PAR) design, whereby researchers look to combine their theoretical knowledge with the 

practical and contextual expertise of participants to co-create solutions that are practicable 

and relevant and that can be applied in practice. Together with practitioners (e.g., sport 

psychology practitioner, the senior leader with responsibility for cultural development), 

coaches, and staff, we undertook a joint process of self-reflective cycles involving planning, 

acting and observing, and reflecting over eight months. Through this collaboration, an 

induction programme underpinned by guiding principles of trust, clarity, and belonging was 

created to promote athlete thriving. These principles were used to inform the interactions 

athletes had with coaches, support staff, and senior leaders and ensured multidisciplinary 

support teams maintained a consistent focus on thriving throughout the induction process. 

This consistency improved the service delivery of practitioners, positively benefited 

inductees, and effectively communicated the organisation’s commitment to holistic 

development of their athletes. 
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4.2. Introduction 

Pursuing a career in elite sport can be a precarious endeavour, with sport performers 

encountering numerous demands, stressors, and challenges that impact significantly on their 

sporting performance outcomes and athletic well-being (Arnold & Fletcher, 2021). Recent 

allegations by athletes in the media have illustrated the potential for these demands to 

disproportionately affect athletes’ well-being through harmful and toxic high-performance 

environments that prioritise successful sporting outcomes over nurturing athlete well-being 

(Phelps et al., 2017). In response to these revelations, the UK government launched a public 

review into the governance of elite sport within the UK (Grey-Thompson, 2017), the findings 

of which prompted scholars to re-state and develop athlete welfare policies (Kavanagh et al., 

2021), and call for well-being to be considered paramount within elite sport organisations 

(Arnold & Fletcher, 2021). While there has since been a shift by National Governing Bodies 

(NGBs) to embrace and implement a new duty of care (UK Sport, 2020), achieving the 

desired change is unlikely to be straighforward, as elite sport organisations are highly 

complex and competitive environments that require high levels of performance to remain 

profitable, funded, and effectively operating (Cruickshank & Collins, 2015; Wagstaff & 

Larner, 2015). Therefore, safeguarding athlete well-being within these environments needs to 

be realised alongside the continuing development of athletes that achieve and maintain high 

levels of sporting performance.  

Thriving, broadly defined as, “the joint experience of development and success” 

(Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 2017, p. 168), is an emerging line of enquiry that may assist 

organisations wishing to enhance athlete well-being while maintain high performance 

standards (Brown, Passaportis, et al., 2021). Within sport, thriving is characterised as the 

simultaneous display of high-level subjective performance and the experience of well-being 

(e.g., Brown, Arnold, et al., 2021; Brown et al., 2017), with thriving associated with several 
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personal and contextual enablers and process variables. To elaborate, personal enablers are 

the attitudes, cognitions, and behaviors of an individual that help him or her to thrive (e.g., 

personal resilient qualities, desire and motivation, positive perspective) and contextual 

enablers encompass the social agents and features of an environment which support 

performance and well-being (e.g., social support, connection to sporting organisation, and 

supportive coach-athlete relationships; Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 2017; Brown & 

Arnold, 2019; Davis et al., 2019). Further, the process variables of thriving (e.g., Basic 

Psychological Needs [BPNS] and Challenge Appraisal) are the mechanisms through which 

the enabler variables may influence thriving (Brown, Arnold, Standage, et al., 2017; Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). While developing the personal qualities that enable thriving may be beneficial 

for practitioners wishing to maximise the potential for individual athletes to thrive, 

addressing the contextual enablers may hold the greatest potential for those looking to 

promote thriving within sport organisations (Brown & Arnold, 2019; Chapter 2; Chapter 3). 

Researchers from domains outside of sport psychology (e.g., psychology) have 

suggested thriving may be dependent on individuals’ direct interpersonal contacts (Feeny & 

Collins, 2015; Ryan & Deci, 2017), while the significance of supportive social connections 

has repeatedly been emphasised in sport performers’ qualitative accounts of thriving (Brown 

et al., 2018, Brown & Arnold, 2019). Importantly, the depth and sincerity of these 

relationships appear influential in enabling thriving. For example, in Chapter 2 I found 

athletes identified the openness, understanding, and trust they experienced with coaches and 

support staff as instrumental in their ability to thrive within an Olympic and Paralympic sport 

organisation. Similarly, professional footballers (Harris et al., 2012a), and elite figure skaters 

(McHenry et al., 2020) highlighted the forming of meaningful interpersonal relationships as 

facilitating thriving, while professional rugby union players believed deep bonds with 
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teammates and coaches and strong, reciprocal connections to their sporting organisation 

would allow them to thrive (Brown & Arnold, 2019).  

Yet, influencing these enablers within increasingly complex, turbulent, and volatile 

elite sport organisations is likely to be a complicated task requiring a consideration of 

organisation-wide systems and influences (Wagstaff, 2016; Chapter 2). In line with such 

assertions, in Chapter 2 I showed the breadth of social agents (e.g., coaches, support staff, 

senior leaders) required to instigate organisational change intended to create environments for 

thriving within elite sport. Further, in Chapter 3 I illuminated how, even with a mandate from 

senior leadership to do so, practitioners may face resistance and challenge from stakeholders 

when attempting to foster thriving within these environments. To elaborate, coaches may see 

change designed to improve well-being as potentially influencing athletic performance 

(Chapter 3). Given the complexities involved with changing entire psychosocial 

environments, organisations may be better served identifying discreet organisational 

processes that could be more easily augmented to promote thriving. 

One such discrete organisational process that may be amenable to change is the way 

organisations support athletes transitioning into elite sport environments. Transitions are 

defined as significant events that cause a “change in assumptions about oneself and the world 

and thus requires a corresponding change in one’s behaviour and relationships” (Schlossberg, 

1984, p. 5). Stambulova et al. (2021) further distinguish transitions into three categories: 

normative transitions which encompass the relatively predictable changes athletes go through 

as a part of their logical development (e.g., retirement); non-normative which refer to 

unpredictable or unforeseen changes (e.g., injury); and quasi-normative which captures 

transitions for a particular sub-set of athletes (e.g., cultural transitions). Transitions into 

professional or elite sport fall under normative transitions, as they can be realistically 

predicted as part of an athlete’s development. Most of the research on transitions into elite 
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sport involves junior to senior transitions, that is, typically, the process of younger athletes 

transitioning into adult professional or elite environments. This research demonstrates the 

challenging nature, high dropout rate, and increased need for efficient support for athletes 

experiencing these transitions (see e.g., Pehrson et al., 2017; Stambulova et al., 2017). 

Essential to supporting athletes through their transition into elite or senior sport is the 

recognition that an athlete’s development and their environment are intertwined and therefore 

consideration of the athlete’s new environments is required (Stambulova et al., 2021). Many 

of the resources identified by scholars as essential for athletes to successfully transition (e.g., 

unity in team, trust from coaches; Pehrson et al., 2017) mirror the contextual enablers 

identified in thriving research (i.e., Brown & Arnold, 2019; Chapter 2). Thus, organisations 

looking to ease the transition process for new athletes may look to create environments that 

facilitate thriving. 

Scholars have previously conceptualised normative transitions as athletes moving 

through a staged process rather than overcoming a static, single moment (Pehrson et al., 

2017), with thriving often seen as the successful outcome or final stage of the process (Diehl 

et al., 2020; Harris et al., 2012b). Being able to thrive in one’s new environement is seen to 

involve navigating the challenges of transitions by making a proactive effort to gather 

information and identify resources that enable one to be forward focussed and have a clear 

and ordered agenda for the future (Harris et al., 2012a). Importantly one reseource that 

enables athletes to thrive is their propensity to connect with social agents who can provide 

support, strengthen one’s social standing, and provide a shared learning experience (Diehl et 

al., 2020; Harris et al., 2012a). Moreover, van Rens et al. (2020) identified how the forming 

of strong social connections facilitated thriving for individuals experiencing quasi-normative 

transitions (i.e., gymnasts transitioning to the circus). Thus, an individual’s ability to form 

strong and supportive interpersonal relationships may be integral in their ability to thrive 
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through their transition. Yet, despite these observations, there exists a lack of research 

exploring how transition experiences can be influenced to facilitate thriving in sport 

performers entering new training environments. That is, scholars do not yet know how a sport 

organisation can create a transition process for their athletes that promotes high levels of 

well-being while also supporting these individuals to develop to perform at the higher level 

required of their new status as senior or elite athletes. 

Sanders and Winter (2016) argued that although transitions can be objectively 

described using a common set of variables (e.g., role change, timing, social support), these 

variables will be unique to each individual athlete, and that each athlete will interact uniquely 

with their sociocultural environment. As such, researchers looking to explore how to create 

organisational systems that promote thriving should place value in understanding how the 

transition process is contextualised within a given sport organisation, the psychosocial factors 

influencing transitioning athletes, and how these factors may be managed throughout the 

transition experience and within the specific context. To achieve this, researchers may look to 

combine their theoretical knowledge with the expertise of practitioners operating within these 

environments to co-create solutions that are practicable and relevant and can be applied in 

practice (Kemmis & McTaggart 2005). Therefore, in this study I aimed to use a Participatory 

Action Research approach to explore how practitioners operating within an Olympic sport 

organisation can design and implement an induction programme to facilitate thriving for 

athletes transitioning onto their organisation’s World Class Programme. 

4.3. Methodology and Methods 

4.3.1. Philosophy and Methodology 

Participatory action research (PAR) has been characterised as a collaborative process 

incorporating research, education, and action (McTaggart, 1997), and is based on the belief 

that academic researchers and community members can work together to create or change 
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practice (Brydon-Miller et al. 2001; Kemmis & McTaggart 2005). Reason and Bradbury 

(2006) argued that researchers undertaking PAR commit to a participatory worldview which 

requires researchers to be situated and reflexive, while being explicit about the perspectives 

drawn upon to create knowledge. Further, Kindon et al.  (2007) suggested that PAR is 

underpinned by an ontology that embraces humans as “dynamic agents capable of reflexivity 

and self-change” (p. 13), and an epistemology that incorporates this reflexivity into the 

research itself. In line with this epistemological stance, our approach to the present work 

produces knowledge and action drawn and informed from multiple ways of knowing (Reason 

& Bradbury, 2006), and acknowledges that reality is socially constructed with both researcher 

and researched capable of interpreting phenomena in differing ways (Greenwood & Levin, 

1998). Therefore, rather than assuming an objective reality that can be studied and known by 

individuals, PAR embrace a plurality of knowledges (Kindon et al., 2007), and emphasises 

collaborative knowledge production in and through research processes (Gibson-Graham, 

1994; Jupp, 2007; Kesby, 2007). 

Rather than referring to a single methodological approach, PAR can be understood as 

a collection of approaches that usually incorporate self-reflective cycles involving planning, 

acting and observing, and reflecting (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). Within such approaches, 

researchers can select from a myriad of collaborative and participatory methods and 

techniques that emphasise shared learning (Stuttaford & Coe, 2007), shared knowledge 

construction, and collaborative analysis (Cahill, 2007). These methods demand researchers be 

flexible, innovative, and adaptive to foster relationships between themselves and participants 

and respond to the needs of specific contexts (Kindon et al., 2007; Reason, 2001). Therefore, 

researchers undertaking PAR may relinquish control to the participants (Sense, 2006), and 

facilitate rather than steer the research process (Wadsworth, 2006). When implemented 

effectively, PAR facilitates an environment of reflexivity where researcher and participants 
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reflect on and negotiate the knowledge created together (Crang, 2003). This relational and 

collaborative orientation towards knowledge construction “enables more diverse and 

contextually rich theorisations and actions to emerge” (Pain et al., 2007, p. 21). Thus, PAR 

was selected as the most appropriate method to explore how thriving research may be used by 

practitioners to design and implement an induction programme for athletes transitioning onto 

an Olympic World Class Programme (WCP). 

4.3.2. Context, Organisation, Participants, and Researchers 

This study was conducted in collaboration with staff members of a British Olympic 

sport organisation over a 10-month period between March and December 2021. To 

contextualise the rationale for this study, it is worth elaborating on the timing at which it 

occurred within elite sport. Specifically, at the time the research took place, the Olympic and 

Paralympic sport system was facing significant attention from internal (i.e., UK Sport) and 

external (i.e., media, public) stakeholders regarding “culture”. As such, NGBs were expected 

to dedicate greater care and attention to athlete welfare and well-being, with many 

organisations firmly committed to implementing policies and practices to adhere to UK 

Sport’s new standards for athlete development (EIS, 2018). Indeed, in September 2020, UK 

Sport reported that these processes had positively impacted Olympic and Paralympic high-

performance systems and cultures, with most athletes and staff believing NGBs had 

established measures to enhance their well-being (UK Sport, 2020). In the same report, Sally 

Munday, CEO of UK Sport, reaffirmed the agency’s commitment to placing “the welfare of 

staff and athletes at the centre of what we do” (UK Sport, 2020, p. 1), signalling the 

continued importance of prioritising well-being within elite sport environments in the future. 

The participants in this project were employees of a British NGB for an individual 

Olympic sport that has a semi-decentralised organisational structure, where athletes, coaches, 

and support staff are based in one of several high-performance training centres located 
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throughout Great Britain and spend most of their time training and working at these locations. 

Yet, when attending training camps and competitions, they do so as a single group 

representing the NGB. At the time of study, the participant group were in the process of 

contributing to their NGB’s strategic plan for the following two Olympic Cycles (i.e., Paris 

2024 and San Francisco 2028) which included welcoming a new intake of funded athletes 

after the completion of the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games. The planning process presented an 

opportunity to improve the level of support provided to athletes transitioning onto the 

organisation’s WCP. Currently, the NGB’s WCP supported just less than 20 funded athletes 

who were classified by UK Sport into one of three funding tiers based on their ability or 

potential to win Olympic medals, namely Podium (an established Olympic medallist), 

Podium Potential (likely to medal in the next 4 – 8 years), or Confirmation Academy 

(potential to medal in the next 8 years). 

The participant group started with a nucleus of the Performance Psychologist and the 

senior leader with responsibility for cultural development (referred to by the pseudonyms of 

Kim and John respectively from this point on). Recently, John had taken the lead on 

redesigning the existing processes for athletes joining their organisation’s WCP (i.e., 

Confirmation and Podium Potential athletes) and was working with Kim on the project. Both 

John and Kim had support from senior leaders (i.e., Performance Director, Head of 

Performance Services) to change the current process and believed that any new approach 

should support athletes to not only achieve their performance potential, but also to develop 

holistically and to thrive. As such, they approached me (first author) as a known researcher 

studying thriving within Olympic sport organisations to assist their endeavour to facilitate 

thriving in athletes transitioning onto their WCP. I met with both members and during these 

initial discussions, it was agreed I would supplement the groups’ practical and applied 

expertise of elite sport environments with theoretical and methodological knowledge. More 
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specifically, I would use my knowledge of thriving and qualitative research methodologies to 

facilitate a PAR approach to collaboratively produce shared knowledge to address the real-

world issues the community members were experiencing (i.e., how to promote athlete 

thriving through the transition period).  

Kim and John formed the initial participant group and were present for every stage of 

the research process, but as the project progressed, the group expanded and contracted to 

encompass key stakeholders whose input would add value and diversity of thought to the 

perspectives being garnered at each stage (see Table 4.1 for participant details). This included 

the Head of Performance Science Support (Nick), the Performance Lifestyle Advisor (Will), 

and the World Class Programme National Coach (Pete). In addition to the participant group, 

the supervisors were involved to varying degrees. The second author, Daniel, drew on his 

experience of conducting research in thriving in sport and performance contexts to provide 

theoretical insight and critical reflection to me throughout the research process. The third and 

fourth authors (Chris and Rachel) were involved in editing and reviewing the manuscript. 

Chris is an experienced qualitative researcher and prominent author in organisational sport 

psychology, and Rachel has extensive experience researching organisational stress processes, 

performance environments, and thriving. Both Rachel and Chris are experienced sport and 

performance psychology practitioners. 

4.3.3. Procedures 

Following Institutional Ethical Approval, participants were informed of their ethical 

rights. This included their rights related to participating in meetings, sharing documentation, 

and sharing email correspondence. Participants were informed they had the right to withdraw 

at any time and to have any data they had shared be removed from the study. Informed  
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Table 4.1 WCP stakeholders involved in the research project 

Pseudonym Title Role 

John Senior Leader with 

responsibility for Culture 

Development. 

Previous Performance Lifestyle 

Advisor, now overseas 

development of cultural, social, 

and interpersonal aspects of 

sport. 

 

Kim Performance Psychologist. Provide performance psychology 

support to Olympic athletes. 

 

Will Performance Lifestyle Advisor. Provide mentoring service to 

WCP athletes, support athlete 

well-being, facilitate personal 

and professional development 

alongside sporting careers. 

 

Alex UK Sport Performance Pathway 

Specialist. 

Ensure WCPs are underpinned 

by highly effective and aligned 

approaches to recruiting, 

developing, and transitioning 

athletes. 

 

Pete WCP National Coach. Provides support from a 

coaching perspective to all 

athletes on the WCP. 

 

Nick Head of Sport Performance 

Services. 

Overseas the provision of sport 

science support to athletes on the 

WCP. 

 

consent was gained from all participants who took part in the study. The PAR project was 

conducted through meetings (n=8) held online between March and December 2021 and 

represents one complete cycle of planning, acting and observing, and reflecting (Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 2005). The project began with Initial Work where John and Kim sought input 

from me to assist them with identifying theory-based solutions to promoting change within 

their organisation. These early exchanges involved informal and honest discussions about 

what the collaborative project could entail and what each party could offer (e.g., I could serve 

as a critical friend and offer theoretical insights). Following this, the 
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Table 4.2 Overview of research stages, objectives, and content 

 

Stage Phase Month Participants 

(pseudonyms)  

Objectives Format Data collected 

 Initial work March John; Kim Establish working relationship, identify 

participants’ main aims, clarify shared 

understanding of thriving construct 

Meeting (not 

recorded) 

Email correspondence, 

reflexive notes 

Planning 1 – Defining the 

problem 

March - 

April 

John; Kim  Refine aims, establish course of action  

 

Meeting Meeting transcripts, 

email correspondence, 

reflexive notes 

 2 – 

Understanding the 

community  

April - May John; Kim  Delineate project parameters, identify key 

stakeholders for input  

 

Meeting Meeting transcripts, 

email correspondence, 

organisational 

documentation 

 3 – Establish 

Principles 

May - Aug John; Kim; UK 

Sport Pathway 

Specialist 

 

Contextualise thriving literature, draft 

initial factors for facilitating a thriving 

transition, create thriving guiding 

principles 

Two meetings 

Participant-led 

discussions 

Meeting transcripts and 

outputs, email 

correspondence 

Acting and 

observing 

4 – Design of 

induction 

programme 

Oct John; Kim; Dani; 

Nick; Pete; 

Administrator 

Design an induction programme to 

welcome athletes onto WCP that will 

improve their ability to thrive as athletes 

 

Two meetings 

Participant-led 

discussions 

Meeting transcripts and 

outputs, email 

correspondence 

 5 – Delivery of 

induction 

programme 

Nov WCP Staff  Deliver an induction programme 

designed to facilitate thriving 

Induction week 

– Multiple 

sessions 

delivered online 

Feedback from members, 

email correspondence, 

organisational 

documentation 

Reflection 6 – Reflection on 

programme 

Dec John; Kim; Dani Reflect and feedback on induction event One meeting 

Participant-led 

discussions 

Meeting transcripts, 

email correspondence 

Note: Participant-led discussions indicate events that were conducted by the participants without the researcher being present. These were predominantly 

opportunistic meetings held at training facilities with WCP stakeholders (e.g., coaches). 
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study progressed through three main stages. Table 4.2 depicts these stages and provides 

details of the dates, objectives, format, and members present for the phases that make up each 

stage. 

4.3.3.1. Stage 1 – Planning 

The planning stage of the PAR cycle began with two meetings between John, Kim, 

and me. In the first meeting, the aims of the project were established by the participants and 

the best way to proceed was collaboratively identified. In addition, thriving was defined (i.e., 

development and success) to ensure a shared understanding of the construct. While in the 

second, athlete transitions were contextualised within the sport and organisational structures, 

key members (e.g., WCP National Coach, Performance Lifestyle Advisor [PL]) who may be 

pivotal to involve in the research process were identified, and the scope of the project was 

delineated (i.e., design and induction programme for the WCP). Following this, two further 

meetings rounded off the planning stage. For these meetings, John, Kim, and I were joined by 

a UK Sport Pathway Specialist (Alex) to co-create a set of guiding thriving principles that 

could be used to underpin the induction programme and to inform all aspects of the 

organisation’s transition programme.  

4.3.3.2. Stage 2 – Acting and Observing 

The second phase of the PAR process, acting and observing, involved one meeting 

and the delivery of the induction programme. For the meeting, I met with key stakeholders to 

discuss how the principles identified in Stage 1 could be incorporated into an induction 

programme that would be offered to new athletes joining the WCP. This meeting was hybrid, 

with several participants together in person (John, Kim, Will, Administrator) with others 

joining remotely (Nick, myself). Following the meeting, the induction programme was 

delivered by multiple members of staff from across the WCP to the new athletes. As this was 
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a closed event, I was unable to attend, so John, Kim, and Will recorded observations on its 

implementation and how it was received to report back to the research team.  

4.3.3.3. Stage 3 – Reflection 

This comprised a meeting with John, Kim, Will, and me four weeks after the 

induction programme had been delivered to allow time for the participants to reflect on their 

own perceptions of the process and to gather feedback from coaches and athletes. During the 

meeting, participants collated the feedback they had received and collectively negotiated the 

knowledge that had been created together. This allowed for everyone, including myself, to 

reflect on the induction programme and the process of conducting PAR. Following this 

meeting, I exchanged several emails with the participants clarifying and expanding on points 

raised in the meeting.  

4.3.4. Data Collection 

4.3.4.1. Transcripts 

All meetings were conducted online (or hybrid in one case) via Microsoft Teams and 

recorded by a participant using a secure organisation account. Permission was gained from all 

members involved at the outset of each meeting for the meeting to be video recorded and the 

recordings were later shared with me via a secure link. The recordings totalled 650 minutes in 

length (M:81 minutes, SD: 18) were transcribed in full, during which all potentially 

identifying information was anonymised, before the recordings were deleted.  

4.3.4.2. Outputs from Meetings 

In several of the meetings, outputs were produced by the participants. These included 

visual representations of concepts being discussed (e.g., Figure 4.1), and action points to be 

followed up by participants before the next meeting. These were shared in the video 

recording and screenshots were made by me with the consent of the participants. In some 

cases, these outputs were shared with me via email. 
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4.3.4.3. Email Correspondence 

The participants often interacted, acted, and reflected away from the recorded 

meetings and workshops. This included gathering feedback from wider community members 

(e.g., athletes, coaches) and details of these interactions were mainly fed back during the 

meetings. In a few instances, I was included in email correspondence with other stakeholders 

and so was able to capture conversations that went on behind the scenes. 

4.3.4.4. Reflexive Notes 

Throughout the research process, I maintained a reflexive journal influenced by 

Kolb’s (1984) four step experiential learning cycle. This involved recording concrete 

experiences (i.e., “what was said or done?”), engaging in reflexive observations (e.g., “what 

was I trying to do and why?”), abstract conceptualisation (i.e., “how does this relate to 

knowledge I already possess and how can I learn from it?”), and active experimentation (e.g., 

“how will I integrate this into future action?”). Through this reflexive practice, I was able to 

examine my own thoughts, feelings, and actions and the impact these might have on the 

research process. To elaborate, I was conscious to acknowledge how my extensive history as 

a sport performer might influence my perceptions of elite sport environments, including 

interpersonal relationships. This reflexivity was particularly important, given that PAR 

emphasises plurality of knowledge and requires the researcher to be flexible, innovative, and 

adaptive (Kindon et al., 2007; Reason, 2001). 

4.3.5. Data Analysis and Presentation 

Data analysis within PAR is an iterative and ongoing feature and drives the 

participatory cycle forward at each turn in the research process by pushing a research team to 

ask new questions, engage with difference in opinions and perspectives, and make sense of 

one’s own interpretations and understandings of the project (Cahill, 2007). Data analysis can 

take on many different forms throughout the life of a single PAR project. For example, it may 
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contain both formal analysis by the researcher at certain points, while at other times 

participants may be fully engaged in the analysis process (see for e.g., Cahill, 2007). In the 

current study, collaborative data analysis was conducted with participants, and more 

traditional qualitative data analysis done by me after data collection had ended. Due to the 

practicalities and demands inherent in elite sport, it was agreed that I would lead formal data 

analysis and that the participants would engage in member reflections. 

Collaborative data analysis was a fluid and collectively negotiated process that was 

built into the PAR cycle of action and critical reflection and embodied PAR’s commitment to 

shared knowledge production (Cahill, 2007). Throughout the meetings, there was a process of 

comparing perspectives and ‘checking in’ with each member of the group clarifying 

interpretations, understandings, and suggestions (Bhavnani, 1994). Additionally, between the 

meetings, time and space were deliberately dedicated to critical reflexion, where each 

member would have the opportunity to reflect on what had been discussed previously and 

how this had shifted their understanding of the context and the aims of the group. While not 

formally labelled or recognised as such by the participants, analysis occurred in this form as 

part of a collaborative reflexive practice. This is evident, for example, through the refining of 

the aim and scope of the project, which started broad (i.e., facilitating a thriving transition 

experience), but through discussion and reflexion from multiple members, was narrowed 

considerably (i.e., targeting an induction programme for WCP athletes), to accommodate 

available resources (e.g., time, organisational structure, participants’ reach). In this way, 

multiple forms of knowing were embedded into the analysis throughout the research process 

by continually intertwining diverse perspectives (Cahill, 2007).  

The second form of analysis was a more traditional approach whereby I analysed the 

entire qualitative data set after completion of the final phase (i.e., Phase 6). The data set 

included transcripts and all outputs from meetings, email correspondence, and my reflexive 
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notes. This stage of analysis involved me becoming immersed within the participants’ 

experiences of designing and implementing an induction programme to promote thriving 

within an Olympic sport organisation by linking the various data sources. Specifically, the 

data analysis process composed four cyclical stages (cf. Wagstaff et al., 2013). First, the data 

were read and re-read to promote a high level of familiarity with the participants’ experiences 

of the process. Second, data were inductively analysed by repeatedly moving between the 

multiple sources to extract quotations (Silverman, 2006). Third, recurring themes (e.g., 

transitions as a process, relationships underpin everything) within these extracts were 

contextualised and presented from my perspective whereby findings are reported through the 

participants’ quotations and supplemented by my reflections (cf. Wagstaff et al., 2013). 

Fourth, in keeping with a commitment to collaborative analysis, these findings were shared 

with the participants to garner member reflections (Smith & McGannon, 2018). This step was 

not done to gain validation of the findings from the participants, but rather to provide an 

opportunity for “reflexive elaboration” of the results (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 285). For 

example, through this process the roles of several community members were clarified, while 

minor inconsistencies in how the induction event was reported were corrected. To elaborate, 

in the initial draft provided to participants, the Expectations and Behaviours meeting was 

reported as preceding the Meet the Team, whereas the Expectations and Behaviours meeting 

had been conducted after the athletes had met their support teams. This feedback from 

participants was then integrated into the final version of the findings presented below.  

4.4. Results 

4.4.1. Initial Work 

From the outset, I wanted our collaboration to benefit the participants and their 

organisation by assisting them to address the real-world issues they were facing. Rather than 

directing the process along my own predetermined lines of enquiry, the development of the 
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aims and research questions was led by the participants. In an email exchange before our first 

official meeting, Kim informed me that their “ultimate goal” was to engage with multiple 

stakeholders to create an environment that supports athletes to thrive through their transition 

onto the WCP. John noted the need to be clear about “what this thing is we’re trying to do. 

What is the problem we’re solving and how might things look different than they are now?” 

Importantly for the current project, John stressed that “achieving the ‘ultimate’ goal of 

overhauling the entire current transition process would require a substantial shift in 

organisational operations, systems, attitudes, and communications”.  

4.4.2. Stage 1 – Planning 

4.4.2.1. Phase 1 – Defining the Problem 

The agenda for Phase 1 was to unpick these initial aims, establish what was realistic, 

and to outline a course of action. Given the ‘ultimate’ goal was to support athletes to thrive 

through their transition, we began by establishing what a transition onto2 the WCP 

comprised. The consensus was that the transition was a lengthy experience of change, 

encompassing: 

Different points through the Confirmation or Podium Potential period, until the time 

they get to Podium when they're totally self-sufficient and know exactly what's going 

on. It’s about getting athletes to the line, to be able to deal effectively with the 

demands of high-performance programmes, because high performance is really hard! 

(John)  

 

 

2 It was acknowledged that there were several transitions athletes go through beyond transitioning onto 

a WCP, including distinguishing transitions into a residential training centre, becoming an Olympian, and 

transitioning out of the sport (Stambulova et al 2021). The purpose of this study was limited to transitions into 

the sport’s World Class Programme. 



 

 

104  

 

To support athletes through this experience, the organisation needed to have a robust 

set of systems and processes in place. Such processes would develop a set of competencies 

and skills to:  

Enable [athletes] to be comfortable in the environment, and in their identity within 

that environment… so they're very self-aware and have the support around them to 

help them to develop and optimise their performance… but also their well-being, 

which is why I guess we're here talking about thriving, because we want to think 

about both of those things. (Kim) 

Importantly, we distinguished the transition process from the transition experience, 

where the process influences how the athletes experience their transition onto the WCP. To 

promote a thriving transition experience, the organisation would need processes in place that 

supported both high levels of performance and well-being. While it was encouraging to 

imagine changing the complete transition process, John cautioned about staying within the 

limits of the current project:  

When you get into trying to identify [the processes] that influence the entire 

experience [athletes] receive as they transition, the sheer number of touch points and 

people involved can become paralysing, and so we need to consider the current 

journey we’re on now, maybe this is just the first step, the first iteration?  

Nevertheless, John, Kim, and I did not wish to lose sight of a thriving transition 

experience as our “ultimate goal”. Thus, our aim for this ‘first step’ was to create a set of 

guiding thriving principles that could underpin the organisation’s approach to supporting the 

multiple key touch points, interactions, and moments through the athletes’ transition and 

initial years on the Programme. The formal induction process athletes encounter when they 

join the WCP was identified as the ideal opportunity to trial this set of principles, as currently 

this process consisted of John meeting with the athletes to deliver the required UK Sport 
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mandated material (e.g., Athlete Performance Award [APA]3, grievance policy, anti-doping 

policy). Given the induction is the first experience athletes have of the organisation, its 

processes, values, behaviours, and relationships, we identified potential to significantly 

improve it through our research process:  

We identify the key factors to make an athlete transition successfully, and then decide 

how we can create an induction programme that sets the tone for that. How we ensure 

that the athlete’s first experience of the programme lays the groundwork for what they 

will need to thrive on the WCP. (Kim) 

The induction process represented an opportunity for the organisation to signal their 

commitment to not only developing the athletes to reach their athletic potential, but to 

supporting them to be able to thrive within the organisation.  

4.4.2.2. Phase 2 – Understanding the Community 

This phase was used to identify stakeholders that were integral to implementing a set 

of thriving principles. This illuminated several complexities inherent in the organisation’s 

semi-decentralised structure. Firstly, the sport could be classified as a “late specialisation 

sport”, meaning potential for athletes to transition to professional status at varying ages and 

under different scenarios. To elaborate, an athlete may transition onto the WCP while 

transitioning into one of the high-performance training centres while also beginning life as a 

university student. Yet, a different athlete may already be established at a high-performance 

centre for some time, but only just been invited to come on to the WCP: “One athlete is going 

through multiple significant changes, while for the other, not much would change in their 

physical day-to-day environment except increased access to sport science support” (John). 

 

 

3 The APA is a means-tested grant to support athletes with sporting and living costs. Athletes receive 

the total yearly grant (based on the level they have been invited to join the WCP at) in equal monthly 

instalments directly from UK Sport if they are eligible to receive it. 
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There was debate as to how to account for this diversity of transition experiences, as 

facilitating a thriving transition experience may need to encompass all transitions and should 

include input from the various high-performance centre coaches. Ultimately, it was decided 

to restrict our focus to the WCP environment and involve only stakeholders within those 

parameters (see Table 4.1): 

Athletes potentially experience so many transitions, but it’s not in our capacity to 

solve that, we’re employed by the WCP. So, lets create a ‘how to’ guide that we can 

present to [high-performance] centres and be like “this is what we think is important 

to guide your transition process, so every key moment that you identify in an athlete’s 

journey should be informed by these guiding principles”. (John) 

While it was acknowledged that coaches and sport science and medical staff with the 

WCP would be integral to the athlete experience, John wished to establish a tentative draft of 

the principles before inviting others to contribute: 

There’s value in us going to them with a good idea of where our [principles] are going 

and what our thoughts are, and then get challenged on that, rather than what we've 

probably done in the past, which is go, ‘what does everyone think?’ And then you end 

up with absolutely nothing of any value at the end of a two-hour meeting. 

To reduce the risk of alienating coaches and support staff from the process by 

adopting this strategy, an email was circulated explaining our intentions and that input and 

feedback would be sought later, “just to put it on people's radar so they don't feel like we're 

suddenly coming up with this stuff and they have no idea where it's come from” (Kim). 

4.4.2.3. Phase 3 – Establishing the Guiding Principles 

Phase 3 was dedicated to creating and establishing the set of thriving guiding 

principles. This began with a discussion of the factors identified in the literature to facilitate 

thriving (i.e., enablers and process variables). As a group, we decided the biggest impact 
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could be had through targeting the contextual variables, and so we identified the most 

important and relevant of these from the literature and explored these enablers in relation to 

how well they fit the sport and organisational context. This process produced six factors 

thought to be essential to creating an environment where athletes could thrive through their 

transition onto the WCP: open and honest relationships, clarity over roles and responsibility, 

reciprocated trust and commitment between athlete and organisation, effective 

communication, challenge and support, and understanding the individual. 

That's our starting point, if you use those [factors] as a roadmap, no matter what 

content we're looking to deliver at whatever stage of a transition, if you prioritise 

those [factors], that's all moving towards an environment in which people can thrive 

through whatever. (John) 

Subsequently, Kim and John independently sought stakeholder input on the relevance 

and accuracy of these initial factors from Nick, Pete, and two WCP coaches. The feedback 

received was integrated into a new list that was bought for further discussion to the next 

meeting, where we were joined by a member of the UK Sport Performance Pathway team 

(Alex) to gain an independent and outside perspective on the process of forming principles to 

underpin an athlete’s transition experience. Table 4.3 depicts the six reworked factors, as well 

as information added after our deliberations with Alex. To elaborate, Aims represent the final 

consensus on what the intended outcome of promoting each factor would be, while 

Embodiment captures “what we would see in the environment to know that aim has been 

achieved” (Kim). Through discussion and reflection of these factors, a deeper, contextualised 

understanding of them was facilitated. For example, relationships were identified as 

‘underpinning everything’, yet there was an acknowledgement that these relationships needed 

to be strong and robust to be effective within a high-performance environment:  
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There's a difference between having a good, friendly relationship and having a 

relationship that works in a high-performance environment. Having empathy and 

knowing how something might come across and changing your behaviour to deliver 

something in a certain way is positive. But not delivering it because you're worried 

about it isn't. So, we need to make sure that we’re providing opportunities to build 

relationships that really work, not a relationship where everyone is really liked. (John) 

Building strong relationships that can be challenging and uncomfortable while 

remaining stable would require trust, and to create trust there needed to be an understanding 

of the individual: “provided there is a solid understanding of the human in front of you and 

you both feel comfortable to be completely open and honest, then you can be direct” (Kim). 

Therefore, the transition process needed to create opportunities for people to understand each 

other and to build and nurture trust. 

As a further example, setting expectations captured the need for athletes to have a 

clear understanding of what being a WCP athlete would require. Part of that process would be 

formulaic as high-performance environments have minimum expectations and standards for 

members to adhere to: 

There is a need to be clear about the expectation of what being a WCP athlete are… 

what's acceptable on this programme and what's not, this is how we behave. It’s 

setting the ground rules, the rules of engagement, so if we're all about trust, part of 

building trust is everyone knowing what's right and wrong and knowing what you 

should expect. (John) 

Yet, an opportunity was recognised to allow for expectations to be set with, rather 

than for, the athletes by allowing the independent discovery of information: 

There's still a place to discover and to test those boundaries and find that pattern of 

being within that environment that works for people ... it's not a free for all, we’re not 
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saying “you can get up at midday, we'll just train in the afternoon for you”. It’s, “these 

are the broad rules, but you can find yourself within that”. (Alex) 

Once all six factors had been discussed, guiding principles were formulated that 

would capture them. Alex’s advice was that principles needed to be “short and sticky” to be 

quickly understood by those expected to implement and adhere to them. It was identified that 

the first three factors (relationships underpin everything, setting expectations, understanding 

context) were close to being principles, while the remaining three (clear communication, 

appropriate challenge and support, and individual needs approach) could be seen as processes 

that enabled the principles. Thus, the first three factors were distilled down to produce the 

‘sticky’ principles they represented. Figure 4.1 shows the final product with the principles 

and processes both incorporated, where the principle relating to relationships became Trust, 

expectations became Clarity, and awareness of context became Belonging. This figure was 

used to inform the design and implementation of the induction programme and serve as a 

basis for the organisation’s transition process going forward. It is neccessary to note that 

while the processes believed to enable thriving were identified as important, we agreed that 

within the scope of the induction programme, we would limit our focus to targeting and 

establishing the principles. 

4.4.3. Stage 2 – Acting and Observing 

4.4.3.1. Phase 4 – Designing the Induction Programme 

The design of the induction programme was completed over two meetings and began 

with the participants discussing the “perfect induction where we have everything that we 

want” (John), and then paring that back against what was realistic given the timeframe and 

opportunities available. A key dynamic to emerge from this process was the need to deliver 

mandated and key sport science content (e.g., physiological screening and initial needs 

analysis) while promoting the guiding principles to facilitate thriving. Subjecting athletes to a 
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Table 4.3 Key factors influencing a thriving experience on the WCP 

 

Factor Aim Embodiment 

Relationships underpin 

everything 

Create time and space to develop strong and open high-

performance relationships 

Strong high-performance relationships: 

• built on understanding and trust  

• that allow challenge and questioning,  

• that enable difficult yet ‘safe’ conversations 

Setting expectations Athletes know what is expected of them, what they are 

committing to, what their role is within organisation, and 

what they can expect from us [staff] – part of this is 

collaborative process done with athlete 

Clearly defined and communicated:  

• expected behaviours of athlete, 

• expected behaviours of staff, 

• expected working relationships i.e., individual 

contracting 

Awareness of context Ensure athletes understand the ‘ecosystem’ they operate 

within – roles, support systems, organisational structure 

Awareness of context demonstrates how NGB supports and 

values athletes, thus would foster: 

• mutual respect between [NGB] and athlete, 

• athletes and staff that feel a part of something bigger 

than themselves 

Clear communication To establish open and honest lines of communication 

between athlete and staff 

Effective two-way communication that facilitates: 

• strong working relationships, 

• clarity of what the WCP is 

• clearly defined non-negotiable expectations and an 

understanding of where there is flexibility 

Appropriate challenge and 

support 

Ensure athletes are challenged to grow into their potential but 

feel supported enough to do so. 

An understanding of the individual athletes’: 

• requirements for challenge or support 

• specific support needs 

• strengths and weakness and how to help them fail 

without feeling like a failure 

Individual needs approach To proactively understand the individual, their transition 

situation, and how they thrive 

Coaches and staff finding out more about the individual’s: 

• personal history, 

• goals, 

• preferences in a working relationship, 

• struggles 
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deluge of policy information and the usual battery of physiological screening was not a ‘first 

experience’ that promoted trust, clarity, and belonging. Ultimately, a decision was made to 

prioritise the delivery of content that would serve to establish, demonstrate, and reinforce the 

guiding principles rather than delivering what was traditionally expected from an induction. 

Instead, those processes could take place in subsequent months once the athletes were more 

settled and had better relationships. This resulted in a staggered induction process planned to 

be delivered in the first few months of the athletes’ time on the WCP. Table 4.4 depicts the 

purpose, content, delivery format, and staff involved in delivering two stages of the induction 

programme. 

The pre-induction content would be delivered in video format by the most senior 

members of the organisation (e.g., PD, CEO) and would welcome the athletes onto the 

programme and celebrate the significance of this achievement: 

That's the bit that's glossed over, it's like, right, you're in let's crack on. But I think it’s 

nice to acknowledge that and celebrate it and I like the idea of a video welcome, 

putting some feel into it, putting some faces to it. (Will) 

The intention behind the pre-induction content was to promote a sense of belonging 

by acknowledging the athletes’ accomplishments while highlighting the rich history of the 

WCP they were joining. Additionally, the video would establish the organisation’s 

commitment to supporting athletes to be able to thrive and weave their own story into the 

Programme’s history. Using a video format and putting “faces to names” of senior members 

of staff would provide clarity by outlining the roles and responsibilities that these members 

had and what they did in the background to support the athletes to develop and succeed.  

The induction event itself was planned to take place over a week to drip-feed the vast 

amount of information athletes would receive. Table 4.4 outlines the four sessions, the order 

they would be conducted, and the content that would be delivered. Each session was planned 
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Table 4.4 Induction process framework 

 
Pre-Induction Induction Event 

Purpose Celebrate achievement and welcome 

athletes to WCP 

Begin the process of supporting their 

transition 

Welcome athletes into the WCP environment. 

Provide clarity on WCP 

Introduce athletes to key people in their ‘new’ 

team. 

Educate on focussed topics - IAP 

Activity Video welcome sent after selection. 

Distribution via email of initial 

information. 

Face to Face induction events 

1-1 meeting with key Point of Contact (PoC) 

Content Video welcome and celebration: 
• Acknowledge achievement of 

being selected to WCP 

• Outline support available and 

brief expectations for WCP 

athletes 

Introduction Meeting 
• History of WCP + athletes 

• What it means to be a part of WCP 

• Explanation of APA 

• Brief expectations of WCP members 

• Overview of performance strategy 

Meet-the-Team meeting (individual) 
• Introduce athlete’s support team (i.e., coaches 

and support staff) 

• Clarify roles 

• Begin to establish connections 

Expectations and behaviours meeting 
• Understand motivations for being an athlete 

• What is expected of staff? 

• What is expected of athletes? 

Intro to IAP processes meeting 
• What is it? 

• Why do we do it? 

• How it can help 

• When it will happen 

• Format (nuances between groups) 

Staff 

involved 

Performance Director (PD), Chief 

Executive Officer (CEO), Athlete 

Representative to the Board (Athlete 

Voice Lead), Chair of Board 

Intro Meeting – CEO, PD, Head Coach, HPCD 

Meet-the-team – Coaches and all sport science 

and medical staff 

Expectations – National Coach (PoC), Sport 

Psych 

Intro to IAP – Head of Physical Preparation 

Note: IAP stands for Individual Athlete Plan which is a significant and integral part of the training 

and development of an athlete on the WCP. These plans are created by the athlete in collaboration 

with their coach and performance team and capture the key areas of development, goals, competition 

plans, and other important focus areas of their training. 
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around the identified thriving principles and processes (i.e., Figure 4.1). It is not possible to 

detail the entirety of the planned induction event within the confines of this manuscript, but 

the reasoning behind two meetings, namely the Meet-the-team and Expectations and 

behaviours, will be explained. In addition, the importance of a dedicated Point of Contact 

member of staff is discussed. 

4.4.3.1.1 Meet-The-Team. The intention with this meeting was to get the athlete in a 

room face-to-face with their support team with no agenda other than to lay the foundations of 

trust, clarity, and belonging. Historically, an athlete’s first meeting with sport science and 

medical staff would involve educating the athlete on each practitioner’s role, WCP protocols 

(i.e., injury reporting), and conducting testing and screening. With this meeting, the emphasis 

was on establishing excellent communication channels and building understanding of each 

other (i.e., staff understanding athlete and vice versa). This would be achieved by: 

Creating an informal space where everyone sets out who they are, what they do, “this 

is how I work, this is how to get the best out of me, this is the time I have as a 

practitioner in the programme”. And then [athletes’] have a much better 

understanding of what is expected of them to work well with their team… that’s 

[staff] giving athletes the best opportunity to develop trust between athletes and 

practitioners and coaches. It’s putting a pebble in the pond to get [principles] going, it 

all ripples out from there. (Pete)  

Ahead of this meeting, all sport science and medical staff created a “trump-card” that 

was emailed to the athletes. Included on the card was practical information the athlete would 

require, including a photo of the practitioner, their role, days they are available to the WCP, 

and contact details. This personal information would “provide a flavour of who they [support 

staff] are outside of their profession life” to promote connections and a sense of belonging 

between staff and athletes: 
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Just to start building that trust and belonging… they’ve got an idea of faces so when 

they come to the face-to-face induction, they might already have a little bit of an idea, 

rather than it being an overwhelming experience of strangers. (Will) 

4.4.3.1.2. Expectations and Behaviour. Ensuring the athletes were clear “from the 

beginning” of what would be expected of them as a WCP athlete would involve establishing 

the minimum, non-negotiable expectations that the organisation would place on them. 

Athletes would need to be informed of, and agree to, those expectations if they wished to 

continue onto the WCP. One such expectation was “a commitment to developing open and 

honest working relationships with coaches”, as Pete explained this would encompass several 

smaller expectations derived from that: 

The coach-athlete relationship is fundamental when you're on WCP, you must commit 

to working towards that functional coach athlete relationship. As part of that, you also 

commit to the planning and review process, to proactive use of practitioner support, to 

whatever ever else is deemed a non-negotiable.  

By establishing clarity, the aim was to signal their intentions: 

That way we’re saying as a WCP programme, this is what we're trying to set up, an 

environment where you've got clarity on who is who, what service they bring in a 

world class level to help you as an athlete and your coach. It’s setting up the 

expectations of what and whom you now have access to being on a WCP. (Pete) 

4.4.3.1.3 Point of Contact. Despite the staggered approach to the induction event, 

there was still concern that the amount of new information athletes would receive may be 

overwhelming, resulting in vital information required for them to transition effectively being 

missed. A solution to this was to appoint a Point of Contact for each athlete who would be 

identified as a source of personal support should they require it. This person would be there 

to provide further clarity on the induction process, foster a sense of belonging by making the 
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athlete feel valued, and build trust between the athlete and the organisation. Pete was 

nominated as the most suited to performing this role: 

I would be the constant in all those people's teams… I’m in their training 

environment, through planning processes, selection policies, camp delivery, 

competition delivery. That's the idea of the National role, that you're a constant 

through all those different environments and you must have trust because if they don't 

trust, you can't sit in a selection policy for a Championship or a World Cup. If you 

can't build trust, you're not welcome at training, if you can't build trust, you're no use 

in a high performing environment.  

4.4.3.2. Phase 5 – Delivering the Induction Programme 

In November 2021 three athletes were inducted onto the WCP. Once their selection 

was confirmed, the athletes were notified and subsequently received a welcome email 

formally inviting them onto the Programme. This email outlined the schedule for the 

induction event and included a link to the pre-induction video. Due to several factors related 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, the induction event was moved to an online delivery shortly 

before it was scheduled to take place. The plan for the programme remained the same, except 

an informal dinner event had to be cancelled. As this was a closed induction event, I was not 

able to attend or observe (I was able to view the pre-induction video). Instead, John, Kim, and 

Will took detailed reflective notes of the event to refer and feed back in a debriefing meeting 

held two months after the athletes had been inducted. 

4.4.4. Stage 3 – Reflections 

4.4.4.1. Phase 6 – Community Feedback 

The final stage of the process gathered reflections from the participants on what we 

had created, how it was received, and how it had impacted their practice. This was done 

several weeks after the induction had been delivered to allow time for the participants to 
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reflect on their experiences and observations and to garner input from other stakeholders (i.e., 

WCP coaches, athletes) who had been in attendance. The overwhelming consensus was that 

the approach to designing and conducting an induction event in this manner had been positive 

and had produce something that improved their practice. Will described it as the best 

induction they had been part of and found having the thriving principles to keep referring to 

had maintained structure and direction throughout the process as “we could just check, is this 

giving clarity, is this creating belong, do we feeling like we've got that trust?” The project 

was also deemed to have been a successful ‘first step’ in overhauling the organisation’s 

transition process, with John stating, “I think what we have created is a brilliant start. When 

you compare it to the past couple of [Olympic] cycles, we've started something now which is 

just brilliant. I think we've made real progress.”  

In feedback to Will, the three athletes expressed appreciation for meeting their 

support teams and the staggered and modulated delivery of content which had allowed them 

to digest the information without feeling overwhelmed. Will mentioned: “they said it had 

been really good to meet so many people, but not feel like it was a tiring experience and that 

the information hadn’t been overwhelming or overloading”. Interestingly, the online delivery 

had been well received as it was less disruptive and could be managed around their training 

schedules. Furthermore, the event proved beneficial for athletes with differing transition 

experiences. To elaborate, two athletes were undergoing multiple transitions into a high-

performance centre and the onto the WCP simultaneously, while the third athlete was already 

established within a high-performance centre. This athlete mentioned to Kim that without the 

induction “they wouldn't even have noticed they had come onto the WCP, but having that 

induction made it feel like something had happened.” 

An initial aim the participants had was to ensure that what was created incorporated 

multiple stakeholders and was seen as a NGB initiative, not as a Performance Lifestyle or 
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Performance Psychology initiative. The structure and format of the induction event was 

believed to have achieved this as “there were different people doing different things through 

the week, which meant it felt more of a Programme induction rather than a PL thing or an 

Operations Team thing.” (John) Nevertheless, several areas were identified as not having 

been implemented as effectively as intended. Firstly, important information usually a part of 

inductions had been omitted (e.g., grievance policy, anti-doping). Thus, while the induction 

may be deemed a success from an NGB or sport perspective, there were questions whether 

enough UK Sport mandated content had been delivered to the athletes: 

I'm torn on this as we've hit a small percentage of things that are mandated by our 

funding agreement to deliver. But what we did deliver was useful and worthwhile and 

impactful… so there is a need for us to revisit the dull stuff that feels hard to deliver 

in an exciting way. (John)  

The most notable shortcoming of the induction event was how it fit in the wider 

transition process. The intention with the entire project had been to promote a thriving 

transition, with the induction event providing the first step athletes took towards experiencing 

thriving. Yet, there was concern that what was delivered may have fallen short. Will 

acknowledged: “while I think the induction bit we did quite well, how that fits with the 

broader transition bit, it feels like that's probably a bit flatter than we maybe thought it might 

be.” John shared feedback he had received from a WCP coach based at one of the high-

performance centres: “[athletes] felt a lot was said without very much being said.” This 

bought in to question the clarity of what had been delivered: “It's just something for us to 

think about for the future in how we design the sessions, is this actually clear to somebody 

that doesn't have any of this [background] knowledge?” Interestingly, Kim pushed back 

against this notion, sharing her reflection of the athletes’ individual athlete plan (IAP) 

meetings held two weeks after the event: 
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They weren't walking into that room for the first time having not met their support 

team. The feedback I've heard from other people was how good those athletes were in 

their meetings … it seemed that they handled those really well. And that is a 

significant event in their transition, as off the back of those IAP meetings they've got 

aims and things to work on with other practitioners. So even though we didn’t 

specifically drive that transition, I feel like we influenced it in a way. 

4.5. Discussion 

In this study, I used a PAR approach to collaboratively construct and implement an 

induction programme to promote thriving within an Olympic sport organisation. In turn, I 

provide novel insights into how sport science practitioners may design systems and processes 

to create environments for athletes to thrive. Thus, I begin this discussion by demonstrating 

the robustness and relevance of previous theoretical conceptualisations of thriving, as 

practitioners and scholars working together were able identify and contextualise enabler and 

process variables of thriving relevant to a unique and complex organisational environment 

and normative transition process. I show how this conceptualisation was used to define 

flexible and adaptable guiding principles that informed an organisation-wide approach to 

promoting thriving. I then attempt to interpret the impact of the three-guiding principles of 

trust, creating clarity, and fostering a sense of belonging, and illustrate how underpinning the 

creation of organisational processes with these principles may lead to athletes thriving.  

Scholars have previously argued that organisations looking to enhance athlete well-

being and performance should develop guiding principles that can govern and inform practice 

across the entire organisation (Martindale et al., 2005; Martindale et al., 2007; Wylleman, 

2019). For these guiding principles to be effective they need to be accepted by all 

stakeholders, which may require flexible principles that can be differentially implemented 

across varied contexts (Feddersen et al., 2020). Indeed, organisational change strategies 
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designed to promote thriving have been shown to be effective due to the adaptability of the 

construct, meaning principles of practice could be tailored to the demands of specific sports 

and sport organisations (see Chapter2 and 3). A key reason why thriving may be effective in 

this regard is that thriving is a subjective experience dependent on individualised perceptions 

of well-being and performance (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 2017), and as such, 

promoting thriving can be achieved via varied approaches.  

The current study adds a further dimension to the flexibility and utility of thriving by 

illustrating how scholars, together with applied practitioners, coaches, and support staff, were 

able to draw on thriving research to identify enabler and process variables relevant to a semi-

centralised sport organisation, and to a specific and discrete organisational process (i.e., 

transitioning into elite sport). Practitioners with extensive experience of supporting athletes 

through transitions identified the importance of thriving to supporting athlete through such 

experiences and were able to use thriving to enhance their own practice. To elaborate, 

thriving principles were designed in this study that were flexible and effective enough to 

underpin a discreet and finite process delivered by multiple stakeholders (i.e., induction 

programme), but also to be applied across the duration of an athlete’s transition experience. 

Given that a fundamental aspect of PAR is empowering participants to make changes to their 

own practice (Brydon-Miller et al. 2001), the current project highlights how thriving can be 

used by applied practitioners to improve athletes’ experiences of organisational processes 

within elite sport settings.  

In addition to demonstrating the practical relevance of thriving, we advance 

theoretical understanding of the contextual enablers of thriving with the current study. More 

specifically, we demonstrate the importance of interpersonal relationships to athlete thriving 

within elite sport environments. It has been argued that forming significant interpersonal 

relationships may influence sport performer’s ability to thrive in their sporting environments 
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(Brown & Arnold, 2019; McHenry et al., 2020), and through significant transitions (Diehl et 

al., 2020; Harris et al., 2012a). Indeed, within the current study, participants (i.e., 

practitioners, support staff, coaches) aiming to enable athletes to transition more effectively 

and to thrive highlighted athletes forming strong and sincere interpersonal relationships as 

critical to this process. To elaborate, when tasked with identifying what would be the most 

pertinent contextual enablers to foster if athlete thriving was the intended outcome, building 

opportunities to develop sincere and strong relationships was placed at the forefront of the 

participants’ strategy to promote thriving. Where this study makes a novel contribution is by 

providing the first example of how elite sport organisations may facilitate the formation of 

such relationships during a transition. In Chapter 2 I highlighted the need for organisations to 

facilitate relationships built on openness, understanding, and trust, and through this study, we 

demonstrate how organisations can allow such relationships to form. By enabling specific 

interactions between athletes and influential social agents (coaches and support staff), 

practitioners could prioritise the principles of trust, clarity, and belonging to facilitate athlete 

thriving. The remainder of this section will discuss the importance of these three principles. 

Within the current study the guiding principle of trust was placed at the forefront of 

our strategy to promote athlete thriving. The participants felt athletes should be aided in 

establishing trusting interpersonal relationships with key stakeholders (i.e., coaches, support 

staff) early on, and that this should precede all other endeavours. This was because trust was 

deemed a precursor to gaining the necessary understanding and clarity needed to facilitate the 

formation of effective high-performance relationships. Notably, participants acknowledged 

that meaningful and supportive interpersonal relationships within demanding high-

performance environments did not imply the absence of challenge or disagreement. Rather, 

for these relationships to be effective they need to be built on trust as this would allow for 

difficult exchanges that might be uncomfortable. Previous studies have shown that athletes 
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who trust their coach are more likely to thrive, as they feel a level safety in the relationship 

and perceive the coach to be acting in their best interest both in and out of sport (McHenry et 

al., 2020; Chapter 2). Trusting and safe coach-athlete relationships may allow athletes to feel 

safe to rise to challenges necessary for optimal performance (Brown et al., 2017), and may be 

indicative of the secure attachment that scholars have suggested is necessary for thriving 

(Brown & Arnold, 2019; Davies et al., 2021; Feeney & Collins, 2015). This supports the 

assertion that relationships founded on trust allow coaches the safety to employ a range of 

motivational techniques to enhance performance and well-being (Chapter 2). In this way, 

trust underpins both the performance and well-being dimensions of thriving within elite sport. 

This study further advances understanding of thriving by highlighting the importance 

of providing athletes with the clarity to be able to navigate the organisational environments 

they transition into. Providing newcomers with the clarity necessary to understand their role 

has been shown to be an integral component of successful formal socialisation processes in 

sport organisations (Beauchamp et al., 2002; Benson, Evans, et al., 2016), with Benson and 

Eys (2017) claiming that clarity of role information is essential to establishing effective 

channels of communication. Further, Leo et al. (2020) argued that socialisation tactics that 

include role clarity are associated with athletes forming greater social bonds and connections 

as clearly understanding one’s role responsibilities may result in a greater sense of cohesion. 

Within the current study, ensuring new athletes had clarity on expectations, roles, and support 

available was seen to facilitate athletes taking responsibility for their own well-being and 

performance, as they would understand what is expected of them, how to behave, and how to 

access support effectively. Thus, having clarity over where they fit within organisational 

systems and processes may promote greater cohesion and feelings of relatedness, which in 

turn could facilitate more meaningful connections with staff and to the organisation (Brown 

& Arnold, 2019). 
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In addition to promoting cohesion and relatedness, by clearly identifying the support 

staff and defining their roles, participants were able to foster clear and effective 

communication channels between athletes and staff. In Chapter 2 I demonstrated how open 

and clear communication between athletes and support staff established avenues for 

disclosure that enabled athletes to define their aims and preferences and feel confident in their 

support team’s ability to help them reach their goals. In the current study, participants 

identified effective communication as integral to enhancing understanding between athletes 

and their support teams, as it was felt this communication would provide athletes with the 

safety to effectively engage with their support teams to maximise the benefit they could 

receive. In turn, this would contribute towards building effective high-performance 

relationships. Indeed, clear communication allows for information sharing and the 

development of trust (Martindale et al., 2007), and provides realistic expectations for athletes 

and staff and positively contribute to long-term athletic development and well-being 

(Martindale et al., 2005; Martindale et al., 2007; Stambulova et al., 2021). Thus, by 

establishing a commitment to clarity, participants encouraged athletes to communicate clearly 

with their support teams which allows for the identification and disclosure of individual 

needs and preferences. This may facilitate an individual needs approach, which can be 

essential to identify appropriate channels for challenge and support (Benson & Eys, 2017).  

With regards to the final principle of belonging, participants in the current study were 

committed to ensuring new athletes felt like they were being welcomed into an organisation 

where they belonged. Beginning with the initial welcome video, the intention was to 

celebrate the participants’ achievements at being selected onto the World Class Programme 

and to acknowledge the significance of what this selection meant for them. Following on 

from the welcome video, the induction process was designed to indicate to the athletes that 

they were respected and trusted to take individual responsibility for their development while 
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signposting the channels for support and guidance available. Links between providing 

athletes autonomy while directing them to available support can be made with a component 

of unconditional positive regard (UPR) referred to in the literature as acknowledgement 

(Schmid, 2001). Through the induction programme the organisation was able to ensure that 

athletes were approached from a position of respect, and that they were provided with a 

balance of guidance and autonomy that signalled that the athletes were worthy of staffs’ time, 

expertise, and effort (Schmid, 2001). Acknowledgement and UPR have been shown to 

facilitate thriving in elite athletes (McHenry et al., 2020), with the current findings 

demonstrating how these experiences may be fostered in athletes. 

4.6. Conclusion 

In the current study my aim was to explore how thriving literature may be used to 

underpin the creation of an induction programme for athletes transitioning onto the WCP of a 

British Olympic sport organisation. By adopting a participatory action research approach, this 

study draws on the expertise of practitioners and coaches to provide several considerations 

for sport organisations to design processes intended to facilitate athlete thriving. The current 

findings show thriving is a robust and relevant concept that can be used to inform the design 

of discrete organisational process that facilitate athlete thriving. That is, practitioners and 

scholars working together were able identify and contextualise enabler and process variables 

of thriving that could be used to design guiding principles that informed an organisation-wide 

approach to promoting thriving, namely: trust, clarity, and belonging. By underpinning the 

creation of organisational processes (i.e., induction programme) with these principles, 

practitioners were able to create opportunities for athletes and staff to develop meaningful 

and strong interpersonal connections that were trusting, created clarity, and fostered a sense 

of belonging in athletes. In doing so, this study is the first investigation into how a thriving 

conceptual lens may be used to influence an athlete’s transition into elite sport.   
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5.1. Introduction 

Scholars researching thriving in sport have systematically built a body of research 

examining and exploring the construct within sport settings (see for a review Brown, 

Passaportis, et al., 2021) and have established thriving as a stand-alone concept worthy of an 

independent line of inquiry. Findings from this extant literature have benefited the field of 

sport psychology by confirming the robust and global conceptualisation of thriving in sport 

(Brown, Arnold, Standage, et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2018), while identifying several 

pertinent enabler and process variables believed to be useful in predicting sport performers 

who thrive in competition and in their athletic domain (Brown, Arnold, Standage, Turner, et 

al., 2021; Davis et al., 2021). While thriving has been shown to benefit and facilitate the 

performance and well-being of sport performers (e.g., (Brown, Arnold, Standage, & Fletcher, 

2021), to date, researchers have not investigated the promotion of thriving within sport. 

Given the intuitive value that thriving holds to those wishing to facilitate high levels of 

performance and well-being in sport performers, the purpose of this thesis was to explore 

how thriving might be promoted in athletes. More specifically, to understand how Olympic 

sport environments may be created that foster thriving for those athletes who prepare and 

compete within them, thereby contributing to the establishment of a new duty of care that 

safeguards athlete well-being while facilitating sporting success. 

One aim of this thesis was to conduct the first exploration into how the contextual 

enablers (e.g.., interpersonal relationships) and social process variables (i.e., basic 

psychological needs satisfaction) of thriving may contribute to the creation of environments 

that promote thriving within Olympic sport organisations. This thesis offers a unique 

contribution, as no previous research has employed longitudinal qualitative methodologies to 

form a rich understanding of how these factors can be used to promote thriving within elite 

sport settings. A further aim of this thesis was to draw on multiple stakeholder groups (e.g., 
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athletes, coaches, support staff) to explore how the contextual and process variables that 

enable thriving are embedded within complex, dynamic, and diverse elite sport organisations, 

and how these factors vary across individuals and contexts. While previous studies have used 

varied perspectives when studying thriving experiences within elite sport (e.g., (Brown et al., 

2018; Brown & Arnold, 2019), there is as an absence of research adopting an organisational 

view when studying thriving. Thus, this body of work is the first to investigate how thriving 

may be promoted at an organisational level within elite sport. The final aim of this thesis was 

to ensure that the knowledge produced was practicable and relevant to the practitioners who 

support performers within elite sport environments, and to organisational leaders looking to 

create environmental change that prioritises well-being and performance. In doing so I hoped 

that this body of work would address the expanding divide between theory and applied 

practice that is evident within much sport science research (Leggat et al., 2021). I achieved 

this by collaborating closely with practitioners working within Olympic sport organisations. 

The objective of this chapter is to outline and summarise the key research findings 

from this thesis and to explain and discuss these in the context of previous literature and 

theory. In addition, this chapter will present the implications to practice, namely strategies 

that may be used to promote thriving and the implications for the training of sport psychology 

practitioners. 

5.2. Summary and Discussion of Findings 

Within this section, findings from across the three studies are combined and 

integrated to highlight the contributions of the overall thesis to research, theory, and applied 

practice. The narrative is separated into two broad sections, Contributions to Knowledge and 

Theory, and Contributions to Applied Practice. Contributions to Knowledge and Theory is 

further divided into two sub-sections: Interpersonal Relationships and Thriving; and Thriving 
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is Subjective, Contextualised, and Temporal. Contributions to Applied Practice is sub-divided 

into Contextualised Practice, and Enhanced Practical Competencies. 

5.2.1. Contributions to Knowledge and Theory 

At the beginning of the thesis, it was noted that while thriving in sport was gaining 

momentum as a stand-alone concept, there was a notable lack of research investigating how 

thriving may be promoted in sport performers. Given the intuitive value of thriving to elite 

sport organisations, a key aim of this thesis was to explore how thriving may be facilitated 

within Olympic sport organisations, with a specific focus on the environmental factors that 

influence thriving, and to understand the interconnectedness of these factors across a range of 

individuals and contexts. To effectively capture the complexity and diversity of perspectives 

within the dynamic athletic environments of Olympic sport organisations, in-depth 

longitudinal research methods were employed to elicit rich and detailed accounts of 

promoting thriving in these settings. Across the three studies, significant contributions to 

theory and knowledge of thriving within elite sport were made. Namely, thriving was shown 

to be a robust construct that is promoted through strong and sincere interpersonal 

relationships founded on principles of openness, understanding, and trust. The subjectivity of 

thriving was repeatedly emphasised alongside the need for thriving to be contextualised to 

promote well-being and performance across different sports, organisations, sub-groups, and 

discrete organisational processes.   

5.2.1.1. Interpersonal Relationships and Thriving 

Previous studies have highlighted key stakeholders within an athlete’s sporting 

environment (e.g., coaches, teammates, support staff) as impacting on athletes’ ability to 

thrive (see for e.g., Brown et al., 2017, 2018), with the depth and sincerity of these 

interpersonal relationships proving important (Brown & Arnold, 2019; Harris et al., 2012a; 

McHenry et al., 2020). To understand how these influential relationships may contribute to 
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the formation of athletic environments that promote thriving within elite sport organisations, 

in Study 1 (Chapter 2) I used ethnography to draw on the perspectives of a wide range of 

stakeholders operating within complex organisational structures to capture the subtleties and 

nuances of promoting thriving within such settings. While in Studies 2 and 3 (Chapter 3 and 

4), I utilised participatory approaches to knowledge production to incorporate the experiences 

and expertise of applied practitioners promoting thriving within elite sport organisations. The 

findings from across these three in-depth, longitudinal studies support previous suggestions 

that sufficient opportunities to create strong interpersonal bonds with key social agents within 

integrated, inclusive, and trusting environments enables athlete thriving (Brown & Arnold, 

2019). Our attempts to create such environments within the three sport organisations centred 

primarily on forming open and trusting interpersonal relationships that facilitated deeper 

understanding between athletes and these key social agents within the immediate athletic 

environment, namely coaches, support staff, and teammates.  

The coach-athlete relationship emerged as a significant contextual enabler in all three 

studies but featured more prominently in Studies 1 and 3. To elaborate, in Study 1 senior 

leaders of the sport organisation committed to ensuring athletes and coaches had the 

opportunity to mould these dyadic relationships into meaningful, inclusive, and empowering 

connections. While in Study 3, senior leaders placed the development of coach-athlete 

relationships founded on trust and clarity at the forefront of their strategy to promote thriving. 

In Study 1, the senior leader’s directive allowed for a coach-athlete-centred approach 

whereby coaches and athletes develop and grow alongside one another, with the relationship 

becoming the medium through which the athletes’ sport experiences, performance, and well-

being are enhanced (Jowett, 2017). The reciprocity evident within the relationship was a 

significant factor in facilitating high levels of empathetic accuracy (Lorimer & Jowett, 2009), 

which ensured athletes trusted the sincerity of the relationship and believed coaches to be 
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acting in the athletes’ best interests. In turn, coaches had the surety to draw on a broad range 

of motivational behaviours to challenge and support athletes to enhance performance, safe in 

the knowledge the athletes understood their intentions. Similarly, in Study 3, it was 

acknowledged that for interpersonal relationships to be effective within high-performance 

environments they need to be trusting, open, and honest to allow for difficult and 

uncomfortable exchanges. That is, high performance relationships founded on trust and 

understanding should be robust enough to safely encompass challenge and disagreement. 

Similarities can be drawn from these collective findings to previous research exploring 

unconditional positive regard (UPR) and thriving in athletes, whereby athletes who perceived 

UPR from their coaches experienced increased trust, motivation, and confidence which 

positively impacted on their sport performance (McHenry et al., 2020).  

In addition to the quality of the coach-athlete relationship emerging as significant to 

creating environments for thriving, I found the relationship athletes have with support staff to 

be an influential contextual enabler of thriving in all three studies within this thesis. The 

importance of support staff to athlete development and functioning has been established 

within sport psychology literature examining elite sport environments (see for e.g., Brown et 

al., 2018; Martindale et al., 2007), and within the current thesis, I support and advance these 

findings by illustrating how these relationships contribute to athlete thriving. Namely, how 

openness, understanding, and trust enabled effective and clear communication within 

multidiscipline support teams. Clear and open communication enhanced the functioning of 

athletes within Study 1 (Chapter 2), where increased avenues for personal disclosure and 

opportunities for regular and informal communication with support staff facilitated higher-

quality open relationships. In Study 2, the sport psychologist and I developed a thriving 

profile tool to initiate clear and open lines of communication with athletes that increased the 
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psychologist’s understanding of the athlete and enhanced their sport psychology service 

delivery.  

In Study 3, our collaboration encouraged practitioners and senior leaders to dedicate 

time for new athletes to establish clear communication pathways with their support teams, as 

this was deemed essential to athletes being able to express their needs and to access the 

support necessary to develop within the elite sport environment. Within all three studies, I 

found avenues for disclosure and communication enabled athletes to define their aims and 

preferences and feel confident in their support team’s ability to help them reach their goals. 

Such clarity allows for information sharing and the development of trust (Martindale et al., 

2007), and provides realistic expectations for athletes and staff and positively contribute to 

long-term athletic development and well-being (Martindale et al., 2005; Martindale et al., 

2007; Stambulova et al., 2021). 

Teammates and peers are recognised as contextual enablers within the thriving 

literature (Brown et al., 2018; Brown & Arnold, 2019), and I found these relationships to be 

influential in creating environments for thriving in two of the three studies conducted in this 

thesis. Relationships with teammates were targeted as important enablers in Studies 1 and 2, 

which were organisation-wide attempts to promote thriving, but were not identified as 

influential enablers within the discrete organisational process being implemented in Study 3. 

In Study 1, creating a collective ethos between teammates was achieved by encouraging 

athletes to respect individuals and their processes, embrace the collective value that can be 

obtained from broad information sharing, and to problem-solve collectively. Such processes 

have been associated with high levels of cohesion, well-being, and performance in elite sport 

environments (Henriksen et al., 2010), and in Study 1 I found these processes created a 

welcoming and accepting training and competition environment that reduced the negative and 

potentially toxic impact of rivalries between teammates. In Study 2, an athlete’s ability to 



 

 

132  

 

establish open and honest communication with their teammates whereby they can share their 

preferences and processes was perceived to enhance their ability to thrive. Across both these 

studies, I recognised that athletes needed to be provided opportunities for these relationships 

to form, and that senior leaders, coaches, and support staff can facilitate such scenarios. 

These findings build on the suggestions of Brown and Arnold (2019), who identified creating 

opportunities for athletes to form strong bonds with their teammates as important to athlete 

thriving. 

5.2.1.2. Thriving is Subjective, Contextualised, and Temporal 

Much of the existing thriving in sport research has recruited diverse and varied 

populations comprising individual and team sport athletes representing a multitude of sports 

(e.g., football, horse-riding, fencing), and differing levels of competitive standards (e.g., 

recreational, club, international) all within the same sample (see for e.g., Brown, Arnold, 

Standage, Turner, et al., 2021; Brown et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2021). Through studying these 

diverse populations, researchers have identified a robust set of contextual factors (i.e., 

coaches, teammates, support staff) believed to facilitate thriving that can be generalised 

across sports and levels of competitions. While this has been integral to advancing the 

construct, in the absence of a dedicated investigation of how these generalised enablers may 

be implemented to promote thriving, the utility of these factors has, until recently, remained 

unknown. As such, in the current thesis I explored how this theoretical knowledge of the 

contextual enablers of thriving could be implemented in practice across three varied Olympic 

sport organisations. The findings from the present work support and extend the 

conceptualisation of thriving as a subjective experience (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 

2017; Brown et al., 2018), while illustrating how the enabler variables are also experienced 

subjectively. Further, I found thriving to be a contextualised and temporal construct. That is, 

while the contextual enablers were similar across the three settings (i.e., high-quality 
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interpersonal relationships), creating environments that enhanced these factors required 

consideration of several factors. Namely, the enablers were enacted differently depending on 

the sport, organisation, subgroup, and individual. Additionally, there were variances in how 

the contextual enablers impacted thriving dependent on the phase of training and competition 

cycles.  

Furthering understanding of the subjective nature of the contextual enablers of 

thriving is a novel contribution made by this thesis and advances understanding by 

highlighting the subtleties and nuances required to implement thriving within elite sport 

organisations. For example, in Study 2 I demonstrate the influence certain organisational 

praxes (systems, histories, cultures) can have on how individual athletes interact with the 

enablers of thriving and how thriving is experienced within a particular setting, as what 

contributes high levels of perceived performance and well-being may be experienced 

differently both within and across sports and organisations. To elaborate, an athlete’s 

previous performance successes may grant them social capital that enables them greater 

autonomy to influence and establish interpersonal relationships within the environment. 

Therefore, more established athletes may utilise their status as a powerful platform for 

personal growth (e.g., Jewett et al., 2019), and may be able to exert influence within 

interpersonal relationships more effectively than novice or less established athletes (Collins 

& Cruickshank, 2015). As such, the common contextual enabler of forming strong 

interpersonal relationships is experienced subjectively dependent upon an athlete’s status. 

Given that previous research has found that a thriving experience in sport may positively 

predict an athlete’s ability to thrive in the future for up to 28 days (Brown, Arnold, Standage, 

& Fletcher, 2021), this increased ability to shape their interpersonal environments may 

predispose successful athletes to thrive. In Study 2 I also highlighted that, even within the 

same sport, two athletes may experience the same variable in notably different ways, as some 
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athletes thrived on repetitive and monotonous training, whereas other athletes thrived off the 

challenge of competition. This may be due to individual personalities or preferences, making 

a uniform strategy to promote thriving potentially less effective.  

With respect to the contextualised nature of thriving, creating environments for 

thriving was found to be dependent on several context-specific considerations. For example, 

while the coach-athlete relationships featured in all three studies, in Studies 1 and 3 the 

relationship took on a more prominent role than it did in Study 2. That may be since in Study 

1 and 3 I investigated organisations that governed individual sports, whereas in Study 2 I 

explored a sport that had a much higher number athletes who competed in small teams. As 

such, in Study 2 the coach-athlete relationship was one part of a set of influential 

interpersonal relationships directly impacting on performance outcomes, while in the other 

two studies the coach-athlete relationship was the prominent contributor to the athletes’ 

performance. Previous studies have shown that athletes from individual sports placed greater 

significance in their relationship with their coach than those from team-sports (Rhind et al., 

2012). To further illustrate the contextual variance in the enablers of thriving, in Study 1, I 

found cohesion and a team ethos to contribute to creating environments for thriving, yet the 

existence of persistent subgroup identities meant that the establishment of cohesion and a 

team ethos was enacted differently across the various silos. One subgroup self-identified as 

introverted and detail-oriented, with cohesion being established by focusing on information 

sharing and support, while another subgroup identified as extroverted and reactive with 

athletes responding to opportunities to socialise away from the training environment. 

Cohesion and teammate relationships were found to be important contextual enablers for both 

groups but were enacted differently depending on the silo.  

The in-depth qualitative exploration of thriving within three separate and specific elite 

sport contexts provides support for previous descriptions of thriving as a temporal 
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experience. That is, it has been suggested that thriving can be experienced within a specific 

sporting encounter (Brown, Arnold, Standage, Turner, et al., 2021), or as a more overall 

perception of high levels of well-being and performance over a sustained period (Brown, 

Arnold, Standage, et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2018). The findings from Study 2 add to this 

understanding by suggesting significant variations in athletes’ ability to thrive contingent on 

different periods of the training and competition cycles, with potentially lower levels of 

functioning outside of these competition periods. This supports findings by Brown et al., 

(2018) that sustained experiences of thriving would likely have an end point and that this 

could have potentially negative impacts on athletes’ well-being and performance. In Study 3, 

it was recognised that athletes are likely to be able to thrive through several discreet and 

contained organisational processes (i.e., induction process), but that it may also be possible to 

sustain an athlete’s thriving throughout the entire transition experience. These findings 

present a novel consideration that achieving thriving may be dependent on specific time-

dependant scenarios, with some athletes only thriving in competition for example.  

Thus, the subjective, contextualised, and temporal nature of thriving and the variables 

that promote it may require the formation of environments that prioritise the contextual 

enablers but allow for individual differences and expression within them. Indeed, the 

connection between understanding the athlete as an individual and factors of sporting success 

and well-being has been shown within elite talent development pathways (Martindale et al., 

2012), while Martindale et al., (2007) highlighted the effectiveness of prioritising 

individualised athlete support to promoting athlete well-being. Thus, while thriving research 

has identified several promising enabler and process variables of thriving, this thesis has 

demonstrated the need to situate these variables within individual contexts and sport 

organisations. Such approaches have proven effective in promoting the holistic development 

of athletes in academy and elite setups (e.g., Martindale et al., 2007; Stambulova et al., 2021).  
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5.3. Contributions to, and Implications for, Applied Practice 

In addition to the advancements made to the theoretical knowledge of thriving in sport 

discussed above, the current thesis provides a significant contribution to applied practice by 

capturing the realities of promoting thriving within Olympic sport organisations. Through my 

collaboration with sport psychologists, support staff, coaches, and senior leaders working in 

these elite sport environments, this body of work produced several pertinent considerations 

for practitioners and organisations wishing to create change intended to promote thriving and 

a new duty of care. The following sections of the thesis will discuss these considerations and 

how they contribute to applied practice in two specific areas, namely Strategies for Promoting 

Thriving, and Implications for Practitioner Training and Service Delivery Effectiveness. 

5.3.1. Strategies for Promoting Thriving 

Through the novel and in-depth explorations conducted, the current thesis offers 

insights into the practicalities and realities of sport psychology service delivery in elite sport 

organisations and highlights several strategies practitioners and organisations could employ 

to promote thriving: Understanding the Organisation and Context; Facilitating Opportunities 

to Build Interpersonal Relationships; and Enhancing Empathetic Accuracy and Unconditional 

Positive Regard. 

5.3.1.1. Understanding the Organisation and Context 

In all three studies, I found practitioners were able to make progress towards their 

aims of delivering environmental change to promote thriving by either already possessing an 

in-depth understanding of their organisation and context (i.e., Studies 1 and 3) or actively 

working to build a firm grasp of the setting (Study 2). Gaining this level of understanding 

enabled the practitioners to identify the key contextual enablers of thriving relevant to their 

sport and organisation, and to understand how athletes interacted with influential social 

agents within these settings. This allowed for the design of change strategies that were 
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nuanced and targeted and incorporated the subjectivity of thriving. Therefore, practitioners 

looking to promote thriving at an environmental level may need to invest significant time and 

effort to understanding the sport and organisation they are operating within and identify key 

social architects before they attempt to introduce any new measures or changes. To assist 

with this, they should look to enhance their competencies in environmental and cultural 

interpretation to help them analyse and decipher the complex, layered, and historied cultures 

and environments. This can be done by practitioners engaging in ethnographic methods of 

study to obtain a detailed account of their settings that can inform their applied practice 

(McDougall et al., 2020). Further, practitioners could draw on methods of understanding 

complex environments taken from organisational practices, such as organisational 

sensemaking (cf. Weick, 1995). This involves creating a shared understanding with middle 

management (e.g., coaches) and engaging these members to strategically influence change 

(Ericson, 2001). Further, organisations looking to employ sport psychology practitioners to 

create environmental or systems change should ensure they provide the practitioner with the 

time and space to build their understanding of the environments. This may require not 

imposing strict targets or timeframes for practitioners to be able to demonstrate change, as 

creating change is a time-intensive process (McDougall et al., 2020) 

5.3.1.2. Facilitating Opportunities to Build Interpersonal Relationships 

Across the three studies, the creation of environments that foster athlete thriving were 

dependant on athletes forming high-quality interpersonal relationships with key social agents. 

An important consideration from the current thesis is that practitioners need to manufacture 

opportunities for these relationships to develop by encouraging and creating interactions 

between teammates, coaches, and support staff. When doing so, it was essential that these 

opportunities facilitated exchanges that were of a high-quality; that is, that athletes could 

develop relationships that were understanding, open, and trusting. Thus, these findings 
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suggest that practitioners looking to promote thriving at an environmental level may focus on 

ensuring that there are adequate opportunities for athletes to engage in open and honest 

exchanges and that they feel comfortable and able to share details about themselves. This 

could be achieved by promoting parity between members and educating athletes and staff on 

communication styles that are empathetic and constructive (see for e.g., Lim et al., 2011), as 

exchanges of this nature are likely to support expansive and expressive emotional spaces, 

generate trusting relationships, and facilitate thriving (Brown, Arnold, Fletcher, et al., 2017; 

Brown & Arnold, 2019; Losada & Heaphy, 2004). Once practitioners have established 

effective forms of communication, they may look to implement interventions to increase 

opportunities for athletes to offer and receive support from teammates (see, e.g., Rosenfeld & 

Richman, 1997), interact closely with coaches (see, e.g., Smoll, Smith, Barnett, & Everett, 

1993), and connect with support staff (see, e.g., Devaney et al., 2022).  

Regarding providing opportunities for interactions with teammates, Brown and 

Arnold (2019) identified both formal occasions (e.g., organised team socials, away training 

trips) and smaller interpersonal interactions (e.g., informal conversations at meals, time 

between training sessions) as opportunities for athletes to develop deeper connections with 

teammates. By encouraging athletes to engage with teammates outside of their ‘typical’ 

social circle, athletes may develop greater familiarity with one another and diversify the 

sources of support available to them (Brown & Arnold, 2019). With respect to creating 

opportunities for coaches and athletes to interact, organisations may look to provide formal 

opportunities for athletes to develop strong connections with their coaches. This could be in 

the form of strategically planned meetings at the beginning of a training cycle or when an 

athlete first joins the organisation. In Study 3, such meetings were shown to be effective as it 

allowed athletes and coaches to understand the expectations one another had of the 

relationship and fostered increased understanding. In addition to creating formal 
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opportunities, practitioners can highlight the importance of coaches utilising informal 

opportunities to actively forge connections by manipulating social environments to 

demonstrate acceptable behaviours, model openness and trust, and develop understanding. 

This was shown to be highly effective in promoting thriving in Study 1. 

Turning to athletes connecting with support staff, strong connections have been 

identified as important features of talent development environments, as they allow for 

information sharing and the development of trust (Martindale et al., 2007). Organisations 

wishing to create environments for thriving may consider allowing athletes to select their 

own support team as in Study 1 this allowed athletes to surround themselves with individuals 

whom they trusted to be open and whom they felt understood them. Additionally, as seen in 

Study 3, by creating opportunities for athletes to connect with their support team, athletes 

may be more adept at defining their aims and communicating their preferences. This can 

create clear and open channels of communication that provides realistic expectations for all 

involved and positively contribute to long-term athletic development and well-being 

(Martindale et al., 2007; 2012). Additionally, individualised support has been posited as an 

essential contributing factor to sustained athlete well-being within elite sport environments 

(Martindale et al., 2007; Stambulova et al., 2021). 

5.3.1.3. Enhancing Empathetic Accuracy and Unconditional Positive Regard 

As demonstrated in this chapter, a fundamental component of creating environments 

for thriving within the elite sport organisations was the establishment of deep and sincere 

coach-athlete relationships. Two core components of these relationships were athletes 

perceiving unconditional positive regard (UPR) from their coaches and the level of 

empathetic accuracy within the dyad. Thus, facilitating these dimensions within the coach-

athlete relationship could be a worthwhile endeavour for practitioners and organisations 

looking to promote thriving. In terms of facilitating the perceived UPR between athletes and 
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coaches, practitioners could look to Rogers (1959) who suggested that for an individual to be 

able to provide UPR to another, they first need to experience it from someone else. This may 

require significant education for coaches as their ability to provide of UPR, or their affinity to 

use its opposites (conditional regard; negative regard; disregard; see McHenry et al., 2019), 

may be influenced by the way they themselves were coached and could be dependent on 

perceived norms in their broader sport and cultural environment (McHenry et al., 2020). 

Thus, practitioners should look to build awareness around the use of UPR, or the detrimental 

impact of its opposites, while assisting those working within their sport organisation to 

develop their use of UPR (McHenry et al., 2020). This could be done at a systems level by 

the practitioners themselves modelling UPR in their relationships with coaches, athletes, and 

staff. That is, they could demonstrate how to provide unconditionality through their actions 

by accepting, trusting, respecting, engaging, believing, and challenging without any 

conditions attached (McHenry et al., 2020). To provide an example, McHenry and colleagues 

(2020) found figure skaters perceived UPR from coaches when their coach accepted them 

during or after failure. 

Turning to empathetic accuracy, practitioners should educate coaches and athletes 

about the realities of high-performance relationships. That is, the coach’s priorities may not 

always be aligned with the athlete’s and that not all events will be perceived in the same way 

by both parties of the dyad (Lorimer & Jowett, 2009). Thus, coaches should be made aware 

of the importance of establishing and communicating a clear focus for their interactions with 

athletes and of the need to establish appropriate channels for athlete feedback. These 

feedback mechanisms will enable coaches to maintain this focus and ensure that athletes 

understand the coach’s intentions (Lorimer & Jowett, 2009). Additionally, sport organisations 

should allow coaches and athletes time to develop an athletic partnership, whereby the 

partnership goes beyond merely providing and receiving sport-specific instructions to include 
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space for communicating information regarding how the athlete thinks and feels about their 

sport participation (Lorimer & Jowett, 2009). To do this, organisations may consider a 

holistic perspective, whereby they acknowledge the multidimensional layers (e.g., 

psychological, psychosocial, financial) combining to influence athlete development 

(Wylleman, 2019), and encourage athletes and coaches to navigate these issues together. This 

may require reducing the focus on producing athletic performance and providing coaches and 

athletes time outside training to allow for informal conversation and social interaction 

(Lorimer & Jowett, 2009). Additionally, to enhance the quality of the athletic partnership, 

practitioners could educate leaders within the organisation on the importance of shared 

leadership to the perception of social support and efficacy of the coach-athlete relationship 

(Hampson & Jowett, 2014). Thus, an organisational commitment to a coach-athlete-centred 

approach may help to facilitate athlete thriving (Jowett, 2017). 

5.3.2. Implications for Practitioner Training and Service Delivery Effectiveness 

In addition to highlighting strategies for the promotion of thriving in elite sport 

organisations, the current thesis posits several implications for the training of neophyte 

practitioners. As is evident in the wider literature (Cruickshank et al., 2018; McDougall et al., 

2020; Wagstaff, 2019), sport psychologists are increasingly being required to provide their 

services in a multitude of evolving scenarios while integrating within multidisciplinary teams 

and collaborating with senior leadership. The studies in the current body of work document 

the attempts of sport psychologists to provide their services and effectuate organisational 

change from three such scenarios: Study 1 involved a practitioner leading a diverse range of 

social agents to design and deliver psychologically informed organisational change strategies 

that implement leadership’s strategic visions for the organisation; Study 2 involved a 

practitioner who was brought in to an organisation and tasked with leading environmental 

change individually; and Study 3 involved a sport psychologist working collaboratively with 
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a wider psychosocial support team to plan, implement, and sustain processes to improve 

athlete functioning. In all three scenarios practitioners had the buy-in and approval of senior 

leadership but received differing degrees of engagement from other stakeholders. While 

scholars have demonstrated and written about the success and impact practitioners can 

achieve when operating at a systems level (see for Henriksen et al., 2010, 2011, 2011) there is 

a scarcity of resources depicting the challenges and difficulties inherent in effectuating such 

encompassing change (see for notable exception, Larsen, 2017). Therefore, by researching 

and collaborating with practitioners working in the field, this thesis offers insight into the 

challenges and opportunities of practitioners attempting to provide a service that introduces 

and sustains environmental change and offers solutions that may assist practitioners to be 

more effective in these roles.  

The ease or challenge of promoting change and creating environments for thriving 

within the complex and diverse settings studied in this thesis was dependent on the expertise, 

competence, flexibility, and creativity of the practitioners involved. That is, I found 

practitioners used these characteristics to increase the level of buy-in from stakeholders lower 

down the organisational hierarchies, as in all three studies, senior organisational leaders were 

supportive of the implementation of change. Thus, the effectiveness of the various strategies 

required an astute and nuanced understanding of the organisations and the identification and 

incorporation of key social agents (i.e., coaches) to avoid resistance and to drive change 

forward. In contrast to Studies 1 and 3, the practitioner in Study 2 encountered significant 

resistance from key stakeholders who were concerned about the need to win, which scholars 

have suggested can dominate the focus of sport organisations (Cruickshank et al., 2013; Nesti 

et al., 2012). Thus, the practitioner was required to use broader, more politically astute 

behavioural skills to achieve the buy-in necessary to practice effectively at a systems level. 

This may include being reflective and reflexive on and in their actions and continuously 



 

 

143  

 

auditing their decisions and actions against short-, medium-, and long-term agendas (Collins 

& Cruickshank, 2015).  

In addition to demonstrating the need for advanced interpersonal skills to deliver 

effective practice within a sport organisation, the current thesis highlights how practitioners 

are required to make increasingly complex yet balanced and rationalised decisions. To 

elaborate, in Study 2, to create environmental change the sport psychologist was required to 

strategically identify, modify, contextualise, and integrate theory into applied practice while 

balancing these decisions against a potential lack of knowledge or scepticism amongst 

stakeholders about sport psychology (Johnson et al., 2011). In Study 3, the psychosocial team 

weighed up their desire to overhaul the entire transition process with the need to demonstrate 

effectiveness to their employers in a timely manner, thus choosing to target a discreet 

organisational process (i.e., induction). The ability to successfully implement change as a 

practitioner, therefore, requires developing an in-depth understanding of the culture and 

practices of the organisation, making shrewd and calculated decisions, and possessing the 

ability to effectively communicate understandable messages to staff and athletes (Larsen, 

2017). 

These findings add to calls made by scholars to equip practitioners with the skills 

necessary to navigate complex and political environments (see for e.g., McCalla & 

Fitzpatrick, 2016). To elaborate, Cruickshank and colleaguges (2018) argued that practitioner 

training should be expertise-based. That is, training should be targeted at equipping trainees 

with adaptive expertise that enhances their ability to think and act flexibly and innovatively in 

new and challenging situations (Tozer et al., 2007). Several scholars have advocated for such 

training to supplement the more traditional mental skills training by upskilling practitioners to 

successfully occupy positions within the senior leadership teams of sports organisations (see 

Fletcher & Wagstaff, 2009; Wagstaff, 2017; Wagstaff, 2019). Indeed, within this thesis, 
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practitioners were rarely called upon to implement mental skills expertise, but rather they 

were required to coordinate larger teams to create cultural or environmental changes. To 

assist practitioners in developing the adaptive expertise necessary to fulfil more demanding 

roles, they should be encouraged to take short courses in counselling approaches from other 

psychology domains (Wagstaff & Hays 2020). Additionally, trainee practitioners can be 

provided the chance to practice problems that are beyond their current capabilities and expose 

them to scenarios that might stretch their thinking (Ward et al., 2018). A safe way to achieve 

the second approach could be through scenario-based training, whereby neophyte 

practitioners are presented with scenarios and asked to discuss their thinking, including how 

they would act and the reasoning for these actions (Cruickshank et al., 2018). Case studies 

could be useful resources to encourage trainees to consider real-life scenarios, or 

alternatively, applied research like that conducted within the current thesis could be utilised 

to increase awareness of the realities of practice. 

To summarise, the current thesis support calls for the training of sport psychology 

consultants to target professional expertise alongside the development of professional 

competence (Cruickshank et al., 2018), and for practitioners to be adept at selecting and 

creatively applying theories, principles, and interventions to specific contexts and challenges 

(Portenga et al., 2017).  

5.4. Future Research Directions 

With the strengths and limitations pertinent to each of the studies detailed within their 

respective Chapters, the purpose of this section of the General Discussion is to offer a critical 

judgment of the thesis, to identify where gaps remain in the literature, and to propose how 

these could be addressed in future research. Specifically, this section will consider the 

broader influences on athlete thriving beyond the athletic environment, the potential to utilise 
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thriving to enhance injury experiences of professional athletes, and the role of practitioner 

thriving within elite sport. 

5.4.1. Broadening the Environmental Focus 

This thesis provides a unique window into three separate and varied elite sport 

organisations’ attempts to change their athletic environments to promote thriving in athletes 

across training and competition environments. While the findings offer insights into the 

contextual factors that facilitate thriving and provide potential practical implementations, the 

thesis was limited by the narrow conceptualisation of what constitutes an athlete’s 

environment in all three studies. Specifically, the focus of change was targeted at an athlete’s 

immediate athletic environment, with little attempts made to expand the change strategies 

beyond this. It is acknowledged that the narrow environmental lens adopted in the current 

thesis leaves several unexplored questions, as an athlete’s context most certainly extends 

beyond their training and competition environment. To elaborate, scholars argue for focusing 

on holistic talent development, as this has been shown to be successful across all stages of an 

athlete’s career (see e.g., Wylleman et al., 2013). This approach involves a systems or 

ecological conceptualisation of the athlete’s environment that incorporates both micro (e.g., 

athletic environment) and macro-level (e.g., cultural and societal) influences (see Henriksen 

et al., 2010). Indeed, there is a substantial body of work exploring the effectiveness of such 

conceptualisation (see for e.g., Henricksen et al., 2011). Therefore, there are likely important 

factors (e.g., parents, university life, national culture) that were not incorporated into the three 

studies within this thesis that could be influential in creating environments that foster athlete 

thriving. Given that this thesis argues promoting thriving is predicated on interpersonal 

relationships and understanding and recognising athletes as individuals, broadening the 

environments studied to include all significant areas of an athlete’s life may allow for 

researchers to adopt a whole athlete view. Such a perspective assumes that all facets of an 
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athlete’s life (i.e., family, friends, school) influence their performance and well-being 

(Stambulova et al., 2021). Therefore, future research projects could look to incorporate both 

macro and micro level environmental factors when determining how to create environments 

that foster athlete thriving, as greater success may be achieved by incorporating the wider or 

whole environment (Stambulova et al., 2021). 

5.4.2. Cultural Sport Psychology and Thriving 

As alluded to above, there is a need to incorporate wider macro level environmental 

influences when determining what is necessary for athletes to thrive. This may include 

understanding the role an athlete’s culture plays in their experiences of high levels of well-

being and performance in elite sport organisations. Within the wider sport psychology 

literature, scholars have been advocating for the field to be more culturally inclusive and 

socially just by prioritising the importance of culture within research and practice (Schinke & 

Hanrahan, 2009, Schinke et al., 2005). That is because culture can have profound impacts on 

people’s lives as it influences how individuals think, feel, and behave and shapes their self-

identities (Smith, 2010). Given the increasingly transnational nature of sport participation 

around the world, elite sport organisations are becoming more diverse, with sport 

psychologists interacting with sport performers from a myriad of cultural backgrounds (Ryba 

et al., 2016). This includes transnational and cultural minority athletes who face distinct 

challenges as a direct result of their background, such as a lack of effort by their coaches and 

teammates to understand their culture, scarce opportunity to express and incorporate their 

cultural identity into their lives as athletes, and overt and subvert racism (Blodgett & 

Schinke, 2015; Campbell & Sonn, 2009). These stressors are experienced in addition to the 

myriad of stressors that elite athletes already face as part of their sport participation (Blodgett 

et al., 2015). Thus, there is a need for practitioners, organisations, and scholars to understand 
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and consider the importance of cultural diversity (Quartiroli et al., 2021), as this will likely be 

important in promoting thriving for all athletes within elite sport environments.  

To understand how culture may influence the construction of elite sport environments 

that promote thriving for all athlete, scholars may draw on recommendations from Cultural 

Sport Psychology (CSP). Many researching in this area advocate for a cultural praxis-

oriented research agenda that prioritises the subjective identities and experiential knowledge 

of participants, particularly those from marginalised backgrounds (Schinke et al., 2018). 

Praxis “refers to the dialectical process of reflecting and acting upon our socially unjust world 

in order to transform it” (Blodgett et al., 2015, p. 26), and acknowledges that people have 

multiple and overlapping cultural identities that exert profound influences on how they 

experience their everyday realities (Ryba & Wright, 2010). Cultural praxis provides 

researchers with an opportunity to go beyond conducting academic research to address real-

life, meaningful issues that affect the lives of sport participants whose voices are often 

excluded from mainstream forms of investigation (Schinke et al., 2013). Therefore, to 

understand how culture may influence athlete thriving, researchers could engage in the types 

of participatory research used in this thesis (See Chapters 3 and 4) to incorporate the 

knowledge, perspectives, and realities of athletes within elite sport organisations. By co-

producing knowledge with participants within their particular contexts, researchers open 

themselves, their research practices, and their theoretical perspectives to be changed by those 

with whom they work (Pain et al., 2007). This allows for different cultural understandings to 

be acknowledged and incorporated into not only how research is conducted, but in how it is 

conceptualised (Howitt & Suchet-Pearson, 2006). By focusing on how culture and identity 

influence athletes’ well-being and performance, more could be understood about how sport 

organisations can ensure that all athletes, regardless of culture or background, can thrive.  
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5.4.3. Practitioner Thriving 

Given that sustained success and well-being of athletes in elite sport organisations are 

dependent on multidisciplinary teams (e.g., coaches, sport science and medical practitioners, 

mangers), and the importance of interpersonal relationships with support staff is 

demonstrated in this thesis, it is prudent to broaden perspectives when investigating what is 

necessary for those working in sport organisations to thrive (Wagstaff & Larner, 2015). 

Therefore, any attempt to create an environment that fosters thriving needs to consider the 

experiences of all stakeholders involved. Indeed, a fundamental underpinning of the English 

Institute of Sport’s (EIS) “Project Thrive”, is the belief that “thriving is everybody’s 

business” (EIS, 2018), which advocates for the involvement of all stakeholders in promoting 

thriving. The role of sport science and medical staff (SSMS) in sport organisations has been 

previously researched to understand the organisational stressors that these individuals face 

(Arnold et al., 2019). This research highlights the consequences of such demands and posits 

suggestions for how organisations may combat them, however, little is known about how 

these, and other professionals, may experience positive functioning, or thriving, in their roles. 

Given the important positions that SSMS hold within elite sport organisations, such 

knowledge would be critical to understanding what their thriving experiences may look like 

and the important factors that contributed to these experiences. Such knowledge could be 

elicited by asking practitioners to compose reflexive letters to their younger selves detailing 

how and why they were able to thrive (see for e.g., Szedlak et al., 2020). By asking 

experienced SSMS to reflect on their careers, we may be able to move beyond equipping 

practitioners to merely cope and withstand stressors, to being able to facilitate their ability to 

thrive in their professional roles.  

The benefits of exploring experienced professionals’ perceptions have previously 

been shown within the coach development literature. Jarvis (2009) argued that learning and 



 

 

149  

 

development within one’s professional role is a lifelong process and that all experience is 

influenced by a person’s perceptions of their past. Further, the reflections elicited from 

coaches can have an influence on their future experiences, and as a result, a person could be 

transformed cognitively, emotionally, and practically. In addition to providing important 

insights to those composing the reflections, the outputs of these processes have been 

suggested as a useful pedagogical tool to use with individuals new to their roles (Jarvis, 

2009). For example, rather than the traditional approach to exploring experienced coaches’ 

reflections which is limited to extracting information on technical areas and expertise (i.e., 

what an individual should know), reflecting on their career journey allows for the exploration 

of how experienced professionals navigate their roles and the importance of relational, social 

and environmental factors on this process (Szedlak et al., 2020). Therefore, Szedlak and 

colleagues (2020) argued if researchers wish to understand how best to enhance the 

psychosocial skills needed for novice coaches to improve their professional practice, they 

should consider novel and innovative approaches that explore and understand experienced 

coaches’ perceptions, as these may facilitating future coach learning. Therefore, researchers 

looking to explore SSMS thriving may capture and consolidate the perceptions of 

experienced SSMSs working in elite sport using reflexive letters. The collection of letters 

from a range of practitioners can then be used to form composite vignettes that can be 

developed into pedagogical tools to enhance the education, training and development of 

future SSMS practitioners.  

5.5. Conclusion 

Thriving in sport has received increased attention, with scholars looking to understand 

how and why sport performers may thrive. Findings from the growing extant literature have 

identified several pertinent enabler and process variables believed to be useful in predicting 

sport performers who thrive in competition and in their athletic domain. Yet, to date, there 
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have been no studies investigating the promotion of thriving within sport. Given the intuitive 

value that thriving holds to those wishing to facilitate high levels of performance and well-

being in sport performers, this thesis used qualitative and participatory research 

methodologies to explore how practitioners may promote thriving at an environmental level 

in three separate Olympic sport organisations. The findings from this programme of research 

advance the literature by demonstrating the importance of athletes establishing deep and 

meaningful interpersonal relationships with significant social agents. To elaborate, by 

enabling athletes to form relationships with coaches, support staff, and teammates based on 

understanding, openness, and trust, practitioners were able to promote thriving. Additionally, 

this thesis illustrates the subjectivity and contextualised nature of thriving, as thriving was 

found to be contingent on individual preferences, athlete status, sub-group identities, the 

nature of the sporting code, and the sporting organisation. Thus, the promotion of thriving 

requires an in-depth understanding of the athlete’s context.  

In addition to advancing theoretical knowledge, this thesis makes a significant 

contribution to applied sport psychology practice by highlighting the complexities 

practitioners face when occupying positions within the senior leadership teams of sports 

organisations. In doing so, recommendations are made for how practitioners may promote 

thriving and how training may be augmented to equip trainee practitioners with the analytical 

and political skills necessary to be effective in these roles. In conclusion, this thesis has 

offered an original contribution to the existing thriving in sport literature by demonstrating 

that it is possible to create environments that promote thriving within elite sport 

organisations. These findings provide further avenues for scholars wanting to explore the 

promotion of thriving in sport and offer a variety of recommendations practitioners and 

organisations looking to facilitate thriving in their athletes. Finally, it is hoped that the work 

included within this thesis will prompt scholars to engage in methodologies that will further 
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elucidate mechanisms to that will aid sport organisations to ensure that athletes are best 

supported to not only produce high levels of performance, but to experience high levels of 

well-being while they do so.
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6.1. Abstract 

The purpose of this chapter was to reflect upon the present programme of research 

and provide a personal account of completing this thesis. Within this chapter I reflect upon 

the journey of learning, development, and self-discovery undertaken to complete the body of 

work presented in the preceding chapters. By sharing the most pertinent obstacles and how 

they were overcome, I hope to enable the reader to gain insights into, and learn from, the 

authors experiences. The reflection focuses on two broad areas that significantly influenced 

my evolution as an academic and ultimately improved the quality of this programme of work, 

namely: experiences of being an ‘immature’ researcher and navigating the complexities of 

participatory ethics. The chapter finishes with a conclusion drawing together the central 

reflections.  
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6.2. Introduction 

This PhD has spanned nearly four years of my life. Years that have seen me forge the 

beginnings of a new career following forced retirement from professional sport. Years in 

which I have welcomed the birth of my first child while the global pandemic ground the 

world around us to a halt. Sharing details of these personal changes may seem tangential to 

my growth and development as an academic, but I share them here because these changes are 

visible to all who know me. When thinking of my journey as a doctoral student, much of my 

development is as tangible. Indeed, in the preceding chapters of this thesis, the work that I 

have done and the knowledge I have gained is documented and demonstrated in much the 

same way that my photograph album shows the myriad of ways my personal circumstances 

have evolved. However, scrolling through the album of work that is this thesis, the reader is 

not provided with a picture of how this work has changed me as an academic. Yet, behind 

this outwardly visible presentation, lies a veiled journey of learning, development, and self-

discovery. Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is to bring this parallel odyssey to light by 

unearthing the challenges and tribulations my programme of research presented, and how 

meeting and overcoming them produced what I believe to be some of my biggest successes. 

This is not meant as a vain or indulgent exercise, but rather an outlet to acknowledge my 

fallibility and to offer insights into the difficulties of conducting in-depth qualitative research 

within complex elite sport environments as a doctoral researcher. It is my hope that doing so 

may potentially benefit other researchers undertaking similar endeavours. 

The remainder of this chapter explores two broad areas that significantly influenced 

my evolution as an academic and ultimately improved the quality of this programme of work. 

I begin by reflecting on my immaturity as a qualitative researcher and how this relative 

position of ignorance allowed me to be braver than perhaps, I should have been. I explore 

how this bravery forced me to improve my capabilities and allowed me to be more flexible 
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and adaptable when encountering the difficulties and complexities of conducting qualitative 

research in elite sport settings. Qualities that enabled me to not only keep my programme of 

research afloat, but to ultimately improve it by engaging with methodologies that enhanced 

the potential impact of my research. I then unpick how, in my naïve eagerness to gather the 

most rich, in-depth accounts of these elite sport environments, I developed strong emotional 

connections with my participants which manifested in complex and difficult decisions when 

analysing and presenting my findings. I then conclude this chapter by bringing these 

reflections together. 

6.3. Being an ‘Immature’ Researcher 

If my PhD was an odyssey, then the quote below captures how it felt to be at the helm 

navigating, as traversing Olympic sporting environments in the lead up to the Olympic 

Games was not straightforward: 

In contrast to the dominant image of the academic as expert, the very status of the 

researcher as seeking knowledge suggests a position of incompleteness and 

immaturity... It seems to us that, if research is to achieve anything, it should proceed 

from a position of ignorance. For us, research is fundamentally a process of muddling 

through, sometimes feeling lost and out of place, asking stupid questions, being 

corrected and having our preconceptions destroyed. In this way, we cannot deny our 

incompetence and vulnerabilities: our immaturity. And we do not want to. (Gallacher 

& Gallagher, 2008, p.511) 

On many occasions I felt incompetent, lost, and out of place. Like I did not have full 

control of the wheel and was merely responding to the elements driving me forward. This 

muddling through left me feeling venerable, as I knew what an opportunity this PhD 

provided, and I was desperate to do it justice. But most poignantly, through the ups and 

downs my preconceptions were repeatedly challenged and, in the process, irrevocably altered. 
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When I began to outline this chapter, I revisited the research proposal that got me accepted 

onto this PhD. It would be fair to say that what I planned, and what I’ve ultimately done, are 

barely recognisable from each other in much the same way that I am no longer the same 

person who wrote those words. While COVID-19 played a part in reshaping what was 

achievable with the programme of research, perhaps the strongest driving force was not 

circumstance, but the freedom I was given to be immature. To discover and then push and 

pull on the boundaries of what I conceived research to be, of what I knew knowledge to be. 

My supervisors allowed me to be incompetent and supported me in being vulnerable. For me, 

what is missing from the quote by Gallacher and Gallagher (2008) is that if research is to 

achieve anything, the researcher requires freedom to be incompetent and vulnerable, because 

in that freedom I was able to forge my own route, and in doing so I discovered what kind of 

researcher I wanted to be. 

[17/04/2019, 8:25am] This is not at all what I expected, this does not feel like a Team 

GB training ground. I can’t see [name] anywhere, they said he’d be here to meet me? 

There appears to be a clubhouse with athletes in Team GB kit over there, maybe 

they’re inside? I’ll wait a bit more, I’m sure they’ll come get me. 

[8:40] A text from [name], they’re in meetings until lunch. I’ve got to walk in there by 

myself. I’m going to have to try and introduce myself to everyone, I’ll just be 

standing around awkwardly. What have I gotten myself in to? What if I just go home?  

The entry above is taken from the reflexive journal I maintained for the ethnography 

presented in Chapter 2 and captures the anxiety I felt arriving at my first Olympic World 

Class Programme training camp. I had expected to be welcomed by the gatekeeper who had 

facilitated my access, only to be told they would not be coming until much later. I did 

eventually leave the safe refuge of my car and venture into the clubhouse, and it was as 

awkward as I had feared. Everyone turned to stare, and I cursed myself for trying to appear 
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more professional and competent by wearing trousers and a shirt – I should have gone for 

jeans and a hoodie. Until this point, I had seen no reason to question my ability to be able to 

do an ethnography. My confidence was not borne from arrogance about my own prowess, but 

rather it came from my naiveite as a qualitative researcher that, upon reflection, bordered on 

ignorance. This was not a wilful ignorance, however, as when the option of doing an 

ethnography arose, I had jumped at the chance and planned as best I could by busying myself 

in Graduate School lectures on ethnographies and reading books and articles by the great 

ethnographers. I had been ready to adopt a position of participant observer (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2019), and to deftly navigate the insider-outsider hyphen (Coombs & Osborne, 

2018). Yet, there I was, a six foot six, 240-pound ex-professional sport performer hiding in 

my car all because I had not planned on having to breach the athletic environment alone. All 

my preparation had focused on ensuring I had a firm theoretical foundation, none of it had 

included how to overcome self-consciousness or the fear of being awkward and judged in a 

social setting. 

While this was an uncomfortable experience, it awakened me to the fact that perhaps I 

did not know all I needed to be able to do qualitative research well. My methodological 

education had included post-positivist influences, but it had not explored the realities of how 

to smoothly approach a group of athletes and join in their conversation. Establishing rapport 

was asking some friendly questions at the beginning of an interview, not sidling up to a coach 

between training sessions and breaking the ice with a quick quip. At the time when I reflected 

on my uncomfortable debut to fieldwork, I found myself questioning whether a more 

confident and experienced researcher would have navigated these situations differently. If a 

more mature researcher may have done a better ethnography than I did. These reflections 

ultimately pushed me to become a more competent researcher by working hard on building a 

stronger rapport with my participants. While I recognise the benefit this made to my research, 
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when I situate this experience within my PhD it takes on a greater significance. In my drive to 

improve I returned to the literature for answers but found instead texts on the philosophy of 

ethics that would alter my preconceptions of research. So, when I reflect on these early 

experiences, I am grateful for the courage my immaturity gave me because I recognise the 

opportunities that were borne from it. Had I been a mature researcher I might have been more 

cautious when considering conducting an ethnography with little to no experience behind me. 

Had I been less naïve, I may have opted for the ‘safer’ study designs outlined in my original 

proposal. Thus, it is possible I may have missed out on experiences that would reshape and 

ultimately improve the quality of my PhD. 

The courage imbued by my immaturity influenced several other decisions throughout 

my PhD that I feel improved on the body of work I produced. To elaborate, the chapters in 

this thesis are presented in a logical sequence to guide the reader through the progress I made 

exploring thriving in Olympic sport organisations. While their order matches the chronology 

of my programme of research, the linearity belies the maze of paths that were taken to 

produce them. The route from Study 1 to Study 3 was a convoluted expedition with several 

twists and turns and dead ends. As is evidenced in all three studies, I was researching British 

National Governing Bodies during a particularly tumultuous period for elite sport in the UK, 

whereby the interpersonal practices of these sport organisations were under intense scrutiny. I 

knew the complexities of professional sport environments well enough to expect senior 

leadership to close rank and predicted gaining access to conduct research would be even more 

challenging. Through my reading and discussion with my supervisors, who have extensive 

experience of conducting research within sport organisations, I understood that ‘selling’ the 

research would be essential. I believed in the benefit that thriving could offer to these 

organisations and felt that if I could get a foot in the door, offering to conduct research that 

could be mutually beneficial would be an attractive proposition. Indeed, this was how things 
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played out with Study 1. Supported by my supervisors, ‘selling’ thriving to the gatekeepers 

had been straightforward and I had been welcomed into the organisation.  

My second study unfolded differently. It was intended to complement the more 

athlete-focused research the ethnography would produce by using semi-structured interviews 

to explore how sport science and medical staff may thrive in their roles within Olympic sport 

organisations. Selling thriving to senior leadership of the organisation had gone off without a 

hitch and the study was agreed in principle. Over the next few months, I followed my 

researcher training and reviewed literature to design a methodologically coherent study, 

including writing interview guides to understand practitioner thriving. With ethical approval 

in hand, I had excitedly returned to the organisation only to find the open door had now been 

shut. The athletes had moved into a crucial training period and leadership did not want them, 

or staff, distracted by outside influences. I was distressed and anxious to see six months of 

meticulous preparation come to nothing and knew it was time I could not get back. 

Undoubtedly, these feelings pushed me to try and salvage the project by accepting the sport 

psychologist’s suggestion to keep the project alive. But it was my immaturity that led me to 

believe I could take this venture in a completely new direction. I was only just beginning to 

discover participatory research (PR) and had a partially formed understanding of what such 

approaches entailed. Yet, undaunted by the dearth of PR in elite sport settings I floated the 

idea to my supervisors. Had I been a more mature researcher, perhaps I would have been 

concerned about criticisms of such approaches being less rigorous or trustworthy, or if I 

could produce four-star REF returnable outputs. Once again, while reflecting on my journey, 

I find myself grateful that I took the paths I did, except here I am more grateful to my 

supervisors for allowing me the freedom to do so. By leaping into the unknowns of 

collaborative research I feel I have enhanced the utility and impact of my work and made 

thriving research more accessible for those looking to use it to create change. 
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The purpose of this section is not to cast aspersions on the quality of my research by 

bringing attention to my naivete and ignorance, but to encourage novice researchers to 

embrace their relative positions of immaturity. As doctoral researchers, we can feel pressure, 

often from ourselves, to do the best PhD possible. Yet, we may not be fully developed in our 

understanding of methodology. I argue that this is not a weakness but an opportunity, as 

through my experiences I found that this meant I was malleable as a researcher which 

allowed me to grow in unexpected ways. As I was not beholden to a preconceived notion of 

how to “get to the truth” of what I was studying I could follow ‘alternative’ methodologies 

that enhanced my personal development. In pursuing these other avenues, I ultimately 

reshaped the course of my PhD and produced knowledge that I feel will have a greater impact 

on the field of sport and performance psychology than if I had been more cautious.  

6.4. Towards Participatory Ethics 

One area where I have experienced significant maturation and growth as a researcher 

has been in my understanding of, and engagement with, the ethics of conducting human 

participant research. Through my academic training I had engaged with ethics at what I now 

perceive to be a somewhat superficial level. My concerns were predominantly with micro-

level ethical considerations, on how to treat my research ‘subjects’. I understood the 

importance of informing participants of the details of the research, in obtaining their consent 

to participate and ensuring I guarantee their confidentiality. I appreciated the need to 

anonymise and protect their identities when writing up my data and in engaging with member 

reflections. Participants needed the right to withdraw at any time and to not face harmful 

consequences because of taking part in my study. I knew to ensure there was no coercion 

from senior leadership and to consider my own role in the project. This grasp of micro-level 

considerations was firm enough for me to gain ethical approval for my ethnography. 
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However, it wasn’t until I began fieldwork that I started to realise there might be more facets 

to ethical research that I had not yet engaged with. 

We retain a responsibility to protect those who inform us, even as we return to our 

colleagues to relate our own narrative of what we believe we have learned. The limits 

that we must impose on ourselves here reflect the fact that the data that we are dealing 

with is core, central, important. These are not aggregated peripheral variables we are 

studying, but the axes on which people’s lives turn. (Josselson, 2011, p.34) 

After my difficult start to Study 1 I had been working hard to build rapport with my 

participants to ensure I gathered the best data possible. During one of my observations, I was 

casually ‘hanging out’ with a group of athletes and engaging in their light-hearted and relaxed 

conversation. I recall feeling excited that I was being accepted as an insider and getting a 

more unfiltered view into their lived experiences within the organisation. The banter shifted 

to joking about their coach, with the athletes’ poking fun at certain qualities. Soon, it wasn’t 

as playful anymore. I felt my stomach tighten as this was compelling information. I subtly 

probed for more detail as I recognised this evocative content could be useful in exploring 

athlete-coach interactions. It wasn’t until the end of the day when I sat with my reflective 

diary that I was able to explore the tightness that lingered in my stomach. I knew what I had 

observed was interesting and insightful and would be enticing to share with colleagues, but I 

was also aware of the intimate nature of how I had obtained that information. I had been an 

effective researcher, cultivating a rapport with those athletes by leveraging my own 

experiences of sport to slowly build friendships. Yet had they been cognisant in that moment 

that I was a researcher, observing and interpreting their conversations? How would they feel 

knowing I might present these interpretations to others through my writing? Even if it was 

anonymised, how would the coach, who had been nothing but kind to me, feel if they were to 

read it and see themselves in my words? I did not realise at the time, but I was internally 
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wrestling with where to impose my own limits on what I reported. I wanted to produce a 

great study with an evocative, telling account of these environments, but as Josselson (2011) 

noted, I wasn’t studying peripheral variables, I was studying people’s relationships, their 

identities, their livelihoods. I was being exposed to private, emotive moments because I was 

doing my research well. I suspected my unformed thoughts likely hinted at concepts beyond 

my current preconceptions and thus to develop my knowledge I knew I needed to expand my 

understanding. 

My search to develop my knowledge and find answers that could help me navigate 

these situations produced yet more questions. In researching the ethics of personal inquiry, I 

encountered the following extract: 

The practice of qualitative research, especially research on life history, social 

problems, and interpersonal relationships, is guided by important ethical principles 

and primary among these is our responsibility for our informants. These principles all 

stem from our bond with them, a relationship we initiate and for which we bear prime 

responsibility. Above all, we must do them no harm. Our intention and our hope, of 

course, is to do good. (Clark & Sharf, 2007, p.400) 

I had come to this PhD with the lofty goal of making change. I believed that if we 

could understand how to create environments that fostered athlete thriving then we could 

influence practice within elite sport organisations for the better. While I recognise my naïve 

delusions of grandeur, I firmly believe I intended to do good, and it was these intentions that 

began to clash with my responsibilities as an ethical researcher in unexpected ways. What if, 

in my quest to identify the good within these environments, the practices and structures that 

fostered thriving, I naturally encountered the bad? The habits and behaviours that thwarted 

thriving. Would my responsibility be to use my position of power to show organisations what 

to do but also what not to do? This would create a more engaging and evocative narrative, but 
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in sharing the less favourable aspects of the organisation’s culture, would I be harming my 

participants? I had a responsibility to them as I had initiated the relationships through which 

any such information would be learned. Just as complex as these questions was delineating 

who my responsibilities extended to. In negotiating access to the organisation, I had formed a 

close bond with the Head of Culture who invited me to assess their cultural change process. 

If, through my enquiries, I learned how aspects of their change strategy were ineffective, 

what consequences would this have for them? Would it be beneficial to share this ‘truth’? I 

was troubled by the dynamics at play here, as I had conceived qualitative research as a means 

to give voice to people’s lived experiences. Yet, Brinkmann and Kvale (2005, p.165) 

characterise qualitative research “as saturated with more concealed forms of power than 

quantitative and experimental research.” 

Thankfully, I did not encounter many situations where reporting the ‘truth’ in my 

findings could be expected to cause harm. I engaged with member reflections and all 

participants were comfortable with their quotes I selected to share. But, by exploring these 

potential dilemmas and considering how power was contained and concealed in my 

interactions with participants, I began to question several of my preconceptions surrounding 

why I was conducting this research. As mentioned, I believed I was trying to do good for my 

participants, yet by exploring people’s lives I had a responsibility to be good to them. 

Being ethical means being open to other people, acting for the sake of their good, 

trying to see others as they are, rather than imposing one’s own ideas and biases on 

them. This kind of objectivity involves an understanding of the social and historical 

context of one’s viewpoint, for we always “see” something against a larger 

background of tradition, history and community... Ethical as well as scientific 

objectivity is about letting the objects object to what we do to them and say about 

them (Brinkman & Kvale, 2005, p. 161)  
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Encountering the quote above was a turning point for me as an academic and has 

influenced the course of my PhD, but also shaped how I envision the career in research I hope 

to have. The thought of imposing my own ideas and biases onto my participants and 

interpreting what I studied within larger historical, traditional, and cultural contexts was not 

revolutionary. This is recognised from a relativist and social constructivism standpoint. What 

I began to unpick though was ethical objectivity and recognising the power dynamic at play 

in who decides what should be researched in the first place. I wanted my research to 

influence change, but for Study 1 and with the initial design of Study 2, I was choosing what 

I wanted to research and persistently knocking on organisation’s doors until I found willing 

participants. I was then pursuing my research aims and providing space for participants to 

object or influence what got done to, or said about, them only once analysis was completed. 

Indeed, the processes I was pursuing can be surmised in the following extract: 

As qualitative researchers, we choose to enter the lives of others, especially those in 

vulnerable situations and at pivotal points of time with intentions of both giving voice 

to the depth and richness of individual experience and accomplishing socially relevant 

changes within the contexts examined. To fulfil these goals, we choose topics about 

which we feel passionately, seek triangulated methods, attempt to establish 

partnerships with those studied. (Clark & Sharf, 2007, p.399) 

To me, the beneficence of research that is conceptualised and conducted in this way 

derives from academics advancing knowledge that could then be used to impact practice. Yet, 

my engagement with wider ethical debates and philosophical theorising made me consider 

who I was serving by fulfilling my chosen goals. The research questions were mine, the 

methods designed by me to answer these questions, and the data formally analysed by myself 

as an outside ‘expert’. I considered how useful knowledge generated in this manner might be 

for those working within the organisations I was researching, particularly the practitioners 
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tasked with driving organisational change in these environments. Thus, when Study 2 

crumbled and the sport psychologist reached out to me to see if we could salvage any part of 

it, I saw an opportunity to rebuild it together. Rather than parachuting in, conducting my 

research on community members, and then leaving to analyse my data with the promise of 

reporting back useful findings, we could prioritise the needs of a practitioner trying to 

implement theory in the field. Through conducting the collaborative enterprise that Study 2 

became, I realised the value in engaging participants in every stage of the research process to 

ensure that what was produced had value and purpose for the field. I felt such actions would 

have more of an impact and firmly believe in the value the participatory approaches adopted 

in Studies 2 and 3 added to understanding thriving environments in elite sport settings. The 

experiences and relationships I have had with my ‘participants’ has given me a deeper insight 

into the world of working within elite sport environments than I would have gained 

otherwise. I believe in the value participatory approaches can bring and advocate for more 

sport psychology researchers to engage with them. To me, the benefits of such approaches are 

clear, as the following quote demonstrates: 

Community members, practitioners, health professionals, and organizational and 

institutional representatives directly affected by or implicated in a given… issue are 

not situated on the periphery of the knowledge production process; instead, they 

partner with academics to produce knowledge with the potential to offer practical 

solutions. A key strength of PR is the integration of researchers’ theoretical and 

methodological expertise with non-academic participants’ real-world knowledge and 

experiences into a mutually reinforcing partnership. (Cargo & Mercer, 2008, p.328) 

6.5. Participatory Research, Ethics Applications, and Open Science 

I have reflected on how my engagement with ethics on a deeper level led me to 

discover more participatory research methods, and advocate for increased adoption of such 
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techniques in the sport and performance psychology domain. However, in encouraging 

researchers to take up such methodologies I am mindful of the need to include a word of 

caution. Designing and conducting these projects were not without their own lessons to teach 

me. For instance, I was not prepared for the challenges of trying to fit participatory forms of 

research into the formulaic ethics applications needed to gain ethical approval. This can cause 

issues as participatory approaches may philosophically clash with existing institutional 

ethical review procedures (Manzo & Brightbill, 2007). To elaborate, there were several 

aspects of my participatory action research projects that could not be neatly explained, 

outlined, or predicted beforehand. Yet, to achieve ethical approval I was required to design 

my research in its entirety, outline all the methodological steps to be taken, and provide 

examples of any interview guides or tools to be used before recruiting any participants. But 

PR projects are not controlled exclusively by the researcher. Participants are encouraged to 

take control and drive the project forward. This social dynamic does not produce linear and 

predictable research that progresses in a foreseeable manner and makes it difficult to account 

for and declare all potential ethical issues to an ethics review board in advance of the study. I 

was fortunate that my institution’s ethical review board had an appreciation for these 

challenges, and evidently, I had reviewers who understood participatory approaches and 

provided insightful guidance on how to tackle these conundrums. Yet, I recognise that other 

researchers may face a more challenging process that may frustrate their attempts to conduct 

participatory research. Given the lack of such research in the sport and performance 

psychology domain, researchers looking to do so should be prepared for such situations. 

A further unexpected area of contention that emerged from taking a more 

participatory approach to my research was the disquiet I experienced in trying to reconcile 

my newfound commitment to ethically co-creating knowledge with my firm belief in the 

open science movement. Due to my own personal beliefs and philosophies, I support the 
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efforts to increase transparency in the research process and identify strongly with the 

movements advocating for changes in the way scientific research is conducted, evaluated, and 

disseminated (see Nosek et al., 2015). Nevertheless, many of the practices of this movement 

clash with the practicalities and fundamental underpinnings of a participatory approach to 

research. For example, study preregistration is not possible due to the same difficulties one 

faces when applying for institutional ethical approval. There is no way to accurately predict 

what a study driven by participants will entail. More complex to unpack is the move towards 

sharing data or making it publicly available to others. The data I produced through 

collaborations with my participants was deeply personal, not only to them but to me as well. 

Even if deidentified, the intimate details of my participants occupational identities and lives 

would be contained within our data and certainly could be pieced together to identify them, 

their sport, or their organisation. The dilemmas of conducting participatory forms of research 

alongside open science practices are acknowledged by Tamminen et al. (2021), who suggest 

researchers and participants must find democratic solutions to data storage and sharing. Yet, 

PR involves creating personal connections with your participants that are based on trust and 

equality. Had I suggested that I may make the data publicly available I would not have gotten 

past the door. Therefore, while I advocate for the benefits that PR could bring to our field, I 

acknowledge that it contrasts with a truly open science approach. Therefore, such approaches 

may not be suitable to all researchers, and equally open science might not currently be 

suitable for all research. 

6.6. Conclusion 

The process of writing this reflective chapter has stirred several emotions in me. 

There is the pride I feel looking back over an endeavour that has taken me four years to 

complete and seeing it laid out across the pages of this thesis. There is also a twinge of 

sadness when I allow myself to wonder what possibilities may have been taken away by the 
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global pandemic. But the overwhelming emotion I feel is one of gratitude. I am grateful for 

many aspects of conducting this research that have changed me as an academic and as a 

person. I am thankful to my participants who gave so much of themselves to our research, 

who invited me into their lives and allowed me to share in their experiences of thriving in 

elite sport organisations. By allowing me to witness the challenges and obstacles they faced 

and share their triumphs in my research I believe we have significantly added to the 

understanding of thriving in sport. I am grateful for the experiences that showed me the 

position of power we occupy as academics and how we are responsible for the knowledge 

that gets produced. Through grappling with this I have seen a side of research that I was 

oblivious to before undertaking this PhD. I now know that research does not always need to 

be clean, objective, and polished to be impactful and to make a difference. It can be messy, 

emotional, and personal. I am excited to continue to explore these aspects of research with 

my participants in the future. 

In recognising the impact that engaging with my participants in this way had on my 

research and on me as a person, I am grateful for the opportunity to have had these 

experiences. I know that this is my PhD, and that it was my research journey. But I am also 

aware that my supervisors have been along with me for the ride. Their confidence in me and 

the freedom and space they afforded me to pursue the lines of inquiry and methodologies I 

chose allowed me to discover so much more about myself and to produce research that I feel 

very strongly about. This is my PhD because I was given the space to be immature and 

incompetent and to make the research my own. I know from speaking with my colleagues 

that not all doctoral students are as fortunate, and so I am grateful to my supervisors for 

allowing me to become a researcher I am proud of.   

In this chapter I have reflected upon some of my experiences whilst completing this 
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thesis. I have discussed the obstacles and challenges I faced in conducting and writing about 

in-depth forms of qualitative research within elite sport environments and how these 

experiences contributed to my growth and development and improved the impact of my 

research. I hope that through sharing these reflections I may provide pragmatic information 

for other early career researchers that may help them navigate potentially complex situations 

more easily. I know that my own journey and development is far from over, but I am excited 

by the direction I am taking and now feel like I am firmly at the helm of where my research 

will lead. 
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