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Coaches + Athletes
Identifying healthy and unhealthy relationships 
All sports want healthy, safe and positive relationships between coaches and athletes. These influential 
relationships can shape an athlete’s physical, mental and emotional development, as well as their skills in other 
areas like teamwork and resilience. 

Healthy relationships are 
based on care and support.

Unhealthy relationships are 
based on power and control. 

Sport Integrity Australia has partnered with #WeRideTogether to launch the Coach Athlete Relationship 
Dynamics Diagrams (C.A.R.D. Diagrams) in Australia.  

Athletes, coaches, parents, support staff and bystanders can use the diagrams in their own sporting 
environments to identify patterns of healthy and unhealthy relationships. This helps everyone play a part  
in building safer and fairer sporting environments.

If you experience or see patterns of unhealthy coach-athlete relationships, you can:

	▪ contact Sport Integrity Australia’s Safe Sport Hotline on 1800 161 361

	▪ seek more information, including how to make a complaint, at sportintegrity.gov.au.

https://www.sportintegrity.gov.au/


SPORT INTEGRITY AUSTRALIA  |  ​​COACHES + ATHLETES: IDENTIFYING HEALTHY AND UNHEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS SI
A

49
4-

09
25

-4
-6

Healthy coach-athlete
relationships look like...

Care and support from a coach helps foster an athlete’s physical, mental, and emotional development. 
Establishing positive behaviours, like those outlined in this diagram, promotes everyone’s safety and wellbeing.

CARE 
& 

SUPPORT

Respect  
▪ Listening and responding to

unique athlete needs and
interests

▪ Collaborating and problem-
solving together

▪ Following a code of conduct

Best interest  
▪ Displaying empathy for athletes

▪ Maximising athlete talent and
potential

▪ Supporting athlete self-esteem
with progressive goals and skills    

Responsibility  
▪ Maintaining predictable and

clear expectations for athletes

▪ Helping athletes build
motivation and set goals

▪ Fostering athlete skills such
as teamwork, resilience and
accountability

Honesty  
▪ Providing balanced and

constructive feedback
with integrity and clarity

▪ Communicating
transparently

Communication  
▪ Talking from a kind

and strengths-based
perspective

▪ Focusing on building
successes and joy

Boundaries  
▪ Asking permission for

necessary and appropriate
physical contact

▪ Interacting with athletes in
easily observable ways

▪ Maintaining firm and clear
patterns of behaviour and limits

Trust
▪ Committing to best practices

▪ Being a role model

▪ Planning together to reach
goals

Fairness  
▪ Acting equitably towards

all athletes

▪ Teaching and championing
sportsmanship

▪ Engaging in consistent and
positive discipline practices

To learn more visit sportintegrity.gov.au and weridetogether.today

https://www.sportintegrity.gov.au/
https://www.weridetogether.today/
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coach-athlete 
relationships look like...Unhealthy

Inappropriate behaviour between coaches and athletes can sometimes be subtle and difficult to recognise. 
Unhealthy behaviour patterns may be hidden from those around an athlete or misinterpreted as passion for 
athlete success. This diagram helps identify unhealthy dynamics. Awareness and prevention of these patterns  
of power and control help keep everyone safe.  

POWER 
& 

CONTROL

Emotional Abuse  
	▪ Playing manipulative  
mind games 

	▪ Gaslighting, leading athletes  
to question their own 
perceptions   

	▪ Humiliating, guilting and 
shaming

Sexual Abuse  
	▪ Pressuring athletes for  
increased contact  

	▪ Flirting and inappropriate 
conversations  

	▪ Making sexual advances of  
any kind 

Minimising, Denying and 
Blaming  
	▪ Making light of own 
inappropriate conduct if 
athletes voice concerns  

	▪ Dismissing that misconduct or 
abuse is occurring/has occurred  

	▪ Putting blame on athletes

Coercion and Threats  
	▪ Pressuring athletes to take 
drugs or alcohol  

	▪ Threatening athletes about 
their future/participation  

	▪ Manipulating and making 
false or exaggerated 
promises  

Intimidation and Domination  
	▪ Scaring athletes with threats of 
punishment if they don’t comply   

	▪ Verbally abusing athletes with 
demeaning, frightening or 
aggressive tones   

	▪ Dictating athlete actions and 
opportunities 

Physical Abuse
	▪ Cornering and holding athletes   

	▪ Marks on the body from  
physical force   

	▪ Grabbing, slamming, shoving

Isolation and Possessiveness       
	▪ Keeping athletes separate from 
others, forcing solo interactions  

	▪ Telling athletes to keep 
interactions secret 

	▪ Pressuring athletes, telling 
them this coaching is their  
only hope of success  

Manipulation  
	▪ Providing extra attention 
and privileges  

	▪ Giving special gifts  

	▪ Oversharing unprofessional 
feelings  

If you experience or see patterns of unhealthy coach-athlete relationships, you can contact Sport Integrity 
Australia’s Safe Sport Hotline on 1800 161 361. For more support information, including how to make an integrity 
complaint or report, visit sportintegrity.gov.au.au

To learn more visit sportintegrity.gov.au and weridetogether.today

https://www.sportintegrity.gov.au/
https://www.weridetogether.today/
https://www.sportintegrity.gov.au
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Healthy coach-athlete 
relationships sound like...

The diagram gives examples of what you might be said when there are healthy relationship dynamics between  
a coach and an athlete. Is this what you’re hearing in your sporting environment? 

CARE 
& 

SUPPORT

Respect  
“I’ve noticed you’ve been upset 
the last few practices. How can 
I support you right now?”    

Best interest  
“We will focus on these next 
steps and keep making progress 
– you know how to work hard!”   

Responsibility  
“Just as you have to work hard 
at school to study a new 
subject, you have to work hard 
to learn a new skill on the field.”  

Honesty  
“You’re making great 
progress. You’re on track 
to make the team next 
year.”     

Communication  
“What was the best part 
of last season? Let’s do 
more of that this year!”  

Boundaries  
“When you hit the ball, your 
wrist should be in a different 
position. Do you mind if I touch 
your hand to show you?”  

Trust
“I shouldn’t have raised my 
voice. It’s not your fault,  
I’m sorry”  

Fairness  
“All athletes are expected to be 
at every game an hour early to 
warm-up together.”  

To learn more visit sportintegrity.gov.au and weridetogether.today

https://www.sportintegrity.gov.au/
https://www.weridetogether.today/
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coach-athlete 
relationships sound like...Unhealthy

This diagram gives examples of what might be said when there are unhealthy relationship dynamics between  
a coach and athlete.  

POWER 
& 

CONTROL

Emotional Abuse  
“That never happened,  
you’re crazy.”   

Sexual Abuse  
“Will you send me some photos? 
You look so great.”

Minimising, Denying and 
Blaming  
“This is your fault, no one will 
believe you.” 

Coercion and Threats  
“If you don’t let me drive 
you home, you won’t get 
to start the next game.”   

Intimidation and 
Domination  
“You’re not getting picked for 
the team until you lose weight.”Physical Abuse

“You know I’ll just grab you and 
make you do it.”   

Isolation and 
Possessiveness       
“Don’t tell anyone else about 
our special conversations.”   

Manipulation  
“I have no one else I can 
talk to. No one else gets 
me like you do.”  

If you experience or see patterns of unhealthy coach-athlete relationships, you can contact Sport Integrity 
Australia’s Safe Sport Hotline on 1800 161 361. For more support information, including how to make an integrity 
complaint or report, visit sportintegrity.gov.au.au

To learn more visit sportintegrity.gov.au and weridetogether.today

https://www.sportintegrity.gov.au/
https://www.weridetogether.today/
https://www.sportintegrity.gov.au



