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Lost in transition: analyzing the lifecycle of Israeli 
football stars in becoming coaches
Assaf Lev a and Shlomo Weinishb

aDepartment of Sports Therapy, Ono Academic College, Israel; bIndependent Researcher

ABSTRACT
In the Israeli Premier Football League there is a phenomenon in which many 
team captains or players who were the team’s leaders go on to become 
professional coaches. Reality shows that some of them make it as great coaches, 
and some ‘get lost’ – failing in the transition from being a leading player to 
assuming the leadership position of coaching. This article seeks to understand 
the challenges in that process and to identify factors that explain the resulting 
successes or failures in the process, based on Erving Goffman’s Dramaturgical 
Perspective and Leadership models. Semi-structured interviews were held with 
active and retired Israeli football players and coaches (N = 10). The article 
identified two different sets of behaviours that are expected from team captains 
or team leaders by their teammates, and from coaches by their players, that 
identify them as successful leaders. In addition, it highlights major factors in 
explaining the phenomenon of lack of success in the transition – that is, the 
failure to make the necessary changes in these behaviours during the process.

KEYWORDS Israeli football; coaching behaviours; impression management; leadership; team sports

Introduction

Many Israeli Premier Football League team captains or players who were 
their team’s leaders become coaches after retirement from active play. Reality 
shows that some of them make it as great coaches and some ‘get lost’ and fail 
in the transition from being a leader among teammates to the leadership 
position of coaching. This issue is very significant, as being chosen for 
a coaching position is mainly based on success in the previous position as 
a team leader. This practice is anchored in the assumption that a person who 
has demonstrated successful leadership abilities in one role is likely to be 
successful in other leadership roles. This expectation is consistent with the 
findings of studies showing that successful experiences at low-level leader-
ship positions influence results in subsequent higher leadership positions.1 

Murphy and Johnson report that retrospective observation of the 
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development of leaders and managers reveals that their experiences in 
leadership roles in the past constitute a central learning mechanism that 
can predict future success with a high probability.2 Therefore, this article 
seeks to highlight the challenges faced during that transition period between 
active playing time and the coaching role. In other words, the article aims at 
determining what specific aspects of a leader’s behaviour will predict 
a successful transition by combining micro and macro perspectives.

To gain novel insight regarding the social order of coaches, it is essential 
to acquire an in-depth understanding of the ‘down to earth’ social interac-
tions and subjective processes involved in the acquisition of required infor-
mation by all the participants – coaches, players, audience, and the media. 
After all, ‘one must see the activities of the collectivity as being formed 
through a process of designation and interpretation’.3 To this end, Erving 
Goffman’s Dramaturgical perspective is relevant and enlightening.4 His 
model is innovative and vibrant in the sports field, mainly because it provides 
a refreshing and critical cultural analysis.5 According to Goffman, the setting 
of a specific interaction tends to remain fixed and familiar to the participants. 
Those who take part in the setting fulfill the duties of the social role (to 
communicate, act, and use the right props) in a consistent manner. 
Therefore, the coach must consistently ‘act like a coach’ in the eyes of his/ 
her players as part of the sporting environment (the setting), in order to 
establish and maintain the appropriate and expected interactions.6 In other 
words, the coach must continuously be alert and play the ‘appropriate’ role 
which he/she believes will lead to the best results by the players and for the 
team. Simultaneously, that is what the players expect and need in order to 
perform well.

To comprehend the dynamics of the interactions between coaches and 
players, especially when the coach has recently transitioned from being an 
active professional player, it is important to stress the ‘impression manage-
ment’ constantly required of coaches, both on and off the court or pitch.7 

Goffman notes that in order to construct and maintain a trustworthy and 
credible impression as part of the ‘presentation of self’, one must be persis-
tent in conveying expression in both the ‘gives’ and ‘gives-off’ channels. The 
‘gives’ channel involves, for the most part, the verbal symbols used and 
conveyed admittedly, while the ‘gives-off’ channel involves a range of various 
actions transmitted via nonverbal symbols such as bodily gestures and props. 
The aim, as Goffman notes, is for the performance to be believed. In his 
words, ‘the focus of dramaturgical discipline is to be found in the manage-
ment of one’s face and voice. Here is the crucial test of one’s ability as 
a performer’.8 The transition from being a professional player accustomed 
to performing and often acting along with teammates in a rather ‘loose’ 
fashion, into a coach who must be vigilant and transmit a formal and ‘tough’ 
character in the presence of varied audiences (players, fans, media, etc.) is 
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challenging. This transition, as the authors will demonstrate, can be a ‘game 
changer’ when the new coach earns the respect and trust of the players by 
demonstrating and establishing robust leadership. Where ‘idealised’ impres-
sion management conforms to the convention, mores, and rules required by 
the audience, there is always a possibility of contradiction and discredit 
projection when he/she enters the presence of others, and there is also the 
requirement to ‘produce a smooth or “supportive interaction” [and] guard 
against misunderstandings’.9

In connecting to the organisational world, it can be said that coaches are 
like mid-to high-level leaders,10 with roles and responsibilities such as 
budget management, recruitment, and logistical decisions required from 
managers at high organisational levels. Team captains or players who are 
leaders in their teams are similar to factory foremen or army squad 
commanders.11 At this organisational level, leadership is direct and perso-
nal, as compared to higher organisational levels where there is a hierarchy 
of intermediaries.

Research in this area has linked leadership characteristics to the organisa-
tional level at which the leadership operates.12 The findings of research in 
leadership are especially applicable to leaders at mid-to high-levels of orga-
nisational management.13 Leaders at lower organisational levels have been 
found to possess different leadership characteristics than those at the higher 
levels.14 Jacobs and McGee15 characterise three levels of leadership, each with 
its own behavioural characteristics that are in accordance with the nature of 
the activity performed and the quality of the leaders. In the context of the 
current paper it was found that coaches and peer leaders exhibit different 
types of leadership behaviours.16 Therefore, one of the greatest challenges 
facing leaders while transitioning to higher level positions is adjusting to the 
characteristics needed for success within that level – in Goffman’s17 perspec-
tive, the need to adjust their impression management.

It should be noted that the leadership literature is ‘overloaded’ with 
references to transformational leadership. The term transformative leader-
ship refers to a leadership style and was originally introduced by Burns,18 

who distinguished between two types of leaders – transactional leaders and 
transformational leaders. However, even this research approach contains 
different typological levels19 that are relevant to this article.

The first distinction in transformational leadership is the difference 
between close and distant leadership. In close leadership, there is direct 
contact between leader and followers; distant leadership places intermedi-
aries, such as mid-level leaders, between leaders and followers.20 Although 
leadership is defined as transformational in both cases, the way that leader-
ship is perceived by the followers is different in each, and influences how 
leaders perceive the influence of their leadership on the functioning of their 
departments or teams.
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Another distinction in transformational leadership is the type of identifi-
cation created by leaders on the part of followers. A distinction is made 
between personal identification – identification of followers with their leader, 
and social identification – identification of followers with their group or the 
organisation as a whole or with some ideology.21 Again, while both express 
transformational styles of leadership, different leaders create different forms 
of identification whose outcomes may differ in terms of the functioning of 
followers, expressions of motivation, and outputs of the organisation.22,23,24

Personal identification occurs when the leader’s perceptions or thoughts 
become part of the follower’s own self-image or self-determination.25 The 
follower’s adoption of the perceptions and thoughts of the leader with whom 
he/she identifies entails self-abnegation.26

This phenomenon, identified as charismatic leadership27 is studied mainly 
in psychological research, and relates to the influence of leaders upon 
followers. Another concept in the literature on charismatic leadership and 
personal identification of followers with the leader is role modelling – 
a process by which leaders shape followers’ beliefs, feelings, and behaviours 
by aligning them to their own.28 Research findings show that leaders who 
raise the level of identification of followers with the group increase the 
willingness of followers to contribute to the advancement of group goals.29

Furthermore, studies pointing to the relationship between coaches and 
leadership.30,31 show that sports coaches have leadership qualities (in the 
media, with players, and fans). Coaches themselves refer to their leadership 
as a ‘given’.32,33,34 They are in a strong position vis-à-vis their players – they 
prepare players for the game by building up their physical and mental 
stamina, they decide on the composition of the team during the game, and 
they determine the strategy to be employed.35

The coach creates a vision for the team by defining goals and introducing 
strategies for their accomplishment.36 The goals and strategies are unique to 
each coach at that point, and therefore once a team starts training, the coach 
attempts to recreates his or her own vision in each player’s mind.37 The 
coach is engaged in convincing the team of the viability of the new vision, 
and ensures their commitment to it by expressing confidence in the team’s 
ability to achieve this vision.38

The coach encourages players to enhance their performance and to attain 
excellence by stimulating enthusiasm, building trust, cultivating pride, 
improving morale, and setting forth an example of dedication to 
a common destiny.39 Many successful coaches report that they challenge 
their players’ intellect by examining existing assumptions and attitudes, 
encouraging creativity and innovation, and presenting broad concepts of 
how the game should be played .40 The expectation on the part of coaches is 
that the players will see their individual activity as part of a greater unit, and 
view their personal performance as part of the overall game plan.41
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Sports teams, like theatre troupes, perform in public and thus gain respect 
from significant others, such as family members, fans, and the media. 
However, training usually takes place in private, with goals specific to the 
training. Achievement of practice goals is critical to excellence in the game. 
Thus, the coach becomes a player’s most significant other − and perhaps the 
only one − by identifying the players’ small achievements in training and by 
providing praise and appreciation.42

While most studies of leadership in sports focus on coaches, there are 
a few studies on the leadership of players in general and of team captains in 
particular (e.g.43). Studies show that leadership qualities are attributed to key 
players in sports teams by virtue of their athletic abilities and their colleagues’ 
admiration of their central role in the success of the team.44

The team captain can be considered an official position in an organisa-
tional system, and as a formal leader within the framework of occupational 
and functional analysis.45 The team captain is the player appointed to that 
position by the coach or the team members. However, this does not guar-
antee that the team captain’s leadership will be effective or will fulfill the 
team’s leadership needs.46

Studies have shown a positive and direct relationship between a coach 
being a former sports star and the effectiveness of the team he or she is 
coaching (e.g. 47,48,49). However, none of these studies refer to the character-
istics of leadership, nor do they examine other dimensions of the job. These 
studies focus on the relation between the time from a star’s retirement to the 
star’s ascension to the role of coach,50 budgeting and star management,51 and 
bases of power. 52,53 Again, these studies show positive and direct correla-
tions between coaches being former sports stars and their abilities in budget-
ing and star management and their bases of power. Still, they do not refer to 
the phenomenon of a star athlete’s failure in the coaching role and do not 
focus on the issue of leadership.

Weinish’s study combined various leadership theories and created 
a model that was tested among sport coaches and team captains.54 He 
found that the more captains employ behaviours encouraging personal 
identification among teammates, the greater their chances of success as 
leaders. Furthermore, he found that when coaches induce collective 
identification among team players, their chances of success as leaders 
increase, and that coaches’ encouragement of personal identification over 
collective identification on the part of team players decreases the coaches’ 
chances of success as leaders. The findings of this study enabled Weinish 
to identify two types of leadership styles. On one hand there is skill-based 
leadership, which is effective at lower organisational levels such as team 
captains (close leadership).55 In that case, the leaders’ personal or profes-
sional skills generate personal identification among followers (in our 
study, his teammates). This is opposed to substantial leadership, which 
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ensures success at higher organisational levels such as coaching (distance 
leadership). In this case the leadership behaviour and actions are based 
on the leaders’ expressions of substance (such as ideology, strategy, ideas, 
etc.), which generate collective identification among his or her subordi-
nates, and thereby ensure the success of the team.

Method

Semi-structured interviews were held with ten interviewees – four were 
former Israeli professional football players (either team captains or ones 
considered as leaders in their teams by the media, teammates, and fans) 
who became professional coaches; three are still active veteran Israeli 
football players; and three are retired Israeli football players (M = 47.5; 
SD = 9.4). All interviewees were male. Interviews were conducted by the 
two authors separately. Interviewees were chosen, for the most part, 
because of their potential for ‘eliciting and inviting participants’ stories, 
their understanding of reality, their place in that reality, and the different 
meanings they give to events, emotions or behaviours in messy and detailed 
ways’.56

Prior to the beginning of each interview, the interviewees were briefed on the 
study’s aims and methods. The interviews took place in different places. Two of 
the interviewees (active veteran players) approached the second author and 
expressed their willingness to volunteer and participate after they had heard 
about the study in a workshop he held; the other eight were approached by the 
two authors because they matched the profiles of experienced player or coaches 
who were former players, and therefore could provide a deeper insight into the 
research findings. It is important to note that the selection of all 10 interviewees 
was validated with three Israeli sport journalists in regards to the leadership 
qualities and success level. The duration of each interview ranged from 55 to 
100 minutes. The interviewees were asked to relate to their experiences accord-
ing to their role – players or coaches – regarding the interactions of coaches and 
players in relation to the coaches’ behaviour and conduct.

Over the course of one year, both authors subscribed to several popular 
online sport websites in Israel. It should be noted here that both authors were 
former athletes and coaches, and this gave them a significant advantage in 
approaching the interviewees as well as in their ability of relate to the interactions 
between coaches and players. Their prior experience and knowledge enabled 
them to comprehend the specific jargon and terminology that are used by 
athletes. Yet, they faced the dilemmas and complexity of an insider/outsider 
researcher, as well as the challenges of executing some degree of de- 
familiarisation.

6 A. LEV AND S. WEINISH



Impression management – Coaches versus players

In terms of ‘impression management’,57 the role of a professional sports player 
can be perceived as less demanding than that of a coach. While a player can take 
the liberty of self-expression – both bodily and verbally, often without taking 
into account the possible consequences, a coach must display what Goffman 
called ‘dramaturgical discipline’, which means ‘someone who remembers his 
part and does not commit unmeant gestures or faux pas in performing it’.58

Kobi, aged 41, who recently started his coaching career after a successful 
career as a professional player, said:

As a player, you can take the liberty to act in the ‘heat of the moment’ of the 
game. The adrenaline is running through your body, but you’re tired and 
frustrated, so words from your mouth don’t always come out under control. 
Emotions can be manifested via shouting or even by saying something without 
thinking beforehand. As a coach, however, you must be alert and aware, not 
only of what you say, but also the way you say it.

In addition, as Jacobs and McGee59 argue, each role (coach or player) has its 
own behavioural characteristics that are in accordance with the organisa-
tional level in which the leadership interaction takes place. Dani, a former 
football star and one of the most respected coaches in Israel, adds another 
dimension to Kobi’s view:

I can tell you that in either role (player or coach), I used to focus on different 
issues. I was always a leader, but as a player I was more interested in the 
personal relationship with my team mates – the social context. As a coach, 
however, I can’t allow that to happen; I must draw the line, otherwise the 
players will not respect me.

Kobi’s words support Weinish’s60 findings regarding the differences in the 
modes of identification coaches and captains apply as part of their leadership 
behaviour in order to be successful leaders, as well as the differences in the 
kinds of leadership behaviour they need to apply. As such, we can see the 
necessity of dramaturgical performing in any given social role, as Goffman 
stresses, ‘what does seem to be required of the individual is that he learn 
enough pieces of expression to be able to “fill in” and manage, more or less, 
any part that he is likely to be given’.61

Inappropriate behaviour by the coach can sometimes be devastating, 
especially when he or she drops his or her coaching persona and becomes 
too ‘friendly’ with the players. In other words, it is problematic when there is 
a lack of clarity in the differences between the ‘gives’ and the ‘gives off’ 
channels of communication. In these cases the performer does not act with 
expressive responsibility, which may cause what Goffman calls ‘unmeant 
gestures’.62 In most cases, that kind of behaviour does not align with the 
players’ expectations and often results in their disrespectful response.
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David, a veteran 34-year-old elite professional player, who also played 
under a coach who previously was his teammate, presents his view on this 
matter:

As a player, I can easily recognize a coach’s façade when he tries to be ‘one of 
the gang’. Good coaches always keep distant from their players. It doesn’t 
mean that there is no laughing at all, but I believe that a player should know 
that there is a clear line between him and the coach that cannot be crossed. 
Players expect their coach to be an authority; otherwise there is a feeling that 
he has lost his control of and his respect for his players. Coaches who are 
former professional players know that they must not make that mistake.

From the interviewees’ remarks above, it is clear that the impression manage-
ment of a player and of a coach must be manifested differently. Players relate 
to the audience more freely while engaging spontaneously in conversation or 
gestural interactions. Coaches, however, must constantly be aware of their 
stature in order to maintain their authority. Kobi’s words, ‘can’t allow this to 
happen’, underscore both the importance of the ‘right’ impression that 
a coach must give, and the price he might pay by not acting in line with 
the social order. Moreover, Kobi’s words emphasise the distinction between 
coaches generating personal identification and social identification and the 
impact of each of these leadership styles.63

Goffman64 notes that from an early age we become skilled actors and 
move in and out of ‘roles’ with precision. This can help to explain the relative 
advantage a former player becoming a coach might have over a coach with 
no background as a professional player. After all, the experience they gained 
having been ‘back stage’ as players (e.g. talks in the locker room) can help to 
prepare them for the day when they will have to act formally in front of their 
players as a coach.

The two roles, coach and player, must be manifested differently in terms 
of different strategies. While a leader-player has to be influential and 
involved mostly in social issues and social interaction, a coach should be 
more responsible for issues concerning organisational management, instruc-
tions, and guidelines. As we can see, this distinction must be facilitated, as it 
appears to be one of the most important elements in maintaining a solid 
coaching persona. Moreover, this distinction between roles reinforces both 
Jacobs and McGee’s65 characterisation of leaders according to the organisa-
tional level and Kark and Shamir’s66 distinction between personal identifica-
tion and social identification that leaders generate among their followers.

Kobi says:

It is clear that the coach is the authority of the team; he is the one who makes 
all the decisions regarding the game strategy, who is going to be on the court 
when, and what the team’s ideology is in general. The captain’s role is to lead 
the players on the team; he is responsible, for the most part, for the team’s 
various social aspects. His concern is that all of the players are content and, if 
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not, he needs to be alerted. As a coach, I am trying to refer directly to both the 
players’ performances on court as well as to the team’s functioning as a whole. 
I must admit, however, that this is very hard to do.

David adds:

Good coaches don’t get involved in little things. They let you know that they 
are beyond it all; they let you know that they have come to do the job and that 
they don’t care about nonsense. Many times I’ve literally heard them saying it: 
‘what’s important to me is the team and the way we play as a team. The rest is 
only background’. In contrast, bad coaches are constantly dealing with non-
sense involving the roles of non-playing people such as the team storekeeper or 
the arena cleaning man. They push their noses into everything everywhere.

David’s testimony supports Weinish’s67 findings and shows that good coa-
ches focus on generating collective identification among team players, while 
unsuccessful coaches focus on personal issues and try to generate personal 
identification among team players.

Danni, a 57-year-old retired player who became a coach, sharpens the 
argument:

If I had to sum up the description of roles in one sentence, I would say that the 
leadership of the coach is theoretical while that of the player is practical. The 
coach builds the strategy and tactics for every game. He is responsible for 
enhancing the play of the team members and for making them function better 
as a team.

Nick, aged 52, who started his coaching career twenty years ago after 
a successful career as a professional player, says:

I think that one of the great differences between a coach and a player is that 
a coach cannot take the liberty to make a mistake. As a player, you can have 
a bad game or even a few but then one good game and you are back in business. 
As a coach you don’t have this privilege. If you make mistakes in a few games 
there is a chance you might start to hear some talk behind your back regarding 
your firing. The coach is the only one responsible for team’s successes and 
failures while the player shares his achievements with the team. Given that, 
many coaches that I know are so afraid to fail therefore their behavior will be 
always calculated and considerate. They don’t take any risks. Now a player, on 
the other hand, can allow himself to be creative or to try some new things 
during a game; if he doesn’t succeed it’s not a big deal. If we compare it to 
a poker game, a coach in most cases declares ‘check’ and waits to see what will 
happen, and only then does he make his a decision. A player, on the other 
hand, is ‘all-in’ in every action on the court.

The zone of transition

Some coaches have mentioned that the transition from player to coach was 
one of their most challenging times. They highlight their concerns regarding 
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how players perceive one from among them becoming their new coach. This 
stage can be considered as a ‘liminal phase’,68 in which the coaches at the 
beginning of their career are caught ‘betwixt and between’ – that is, neither as 
coaches nor players. As Turner stressed, entities being in a liminal phase are 
often represented as powerless. Goffman69 argues that a transition from one 
region of behaviour to another is probably the most interesting condition in 
our society, because it allows the researcher to detect both the fragility and 
complexity of constructing one’s identity.

Kobi presented his experience with this matter:

I have played with some of the players only recently, and now I had to tell 
them what to do, not as a team-mate but as a coach. It was clear to me that 
a new kind of relationship had to be built – one that would create a strict 
distinction between the players and me. The whole night I tried to figure out 
how to execute the transition in the right way. So many thoughts in so many 
situations were running through my mind. Only when I felt that I knew how 
to deal with it, did I decide to take the job as coach. In the beginning it 
wasn’t easy at all; many players didn’t know how to process it. They 
remembered me as a player who used to sit with them in the locker room 
with the rest of the jocks, and all of a sudden they had to see me as a different 
person.

Goffman reminds us that ‘the circumspect performer will adjust his presen-
tation according to the character of the props and tasks out of which he must 
build his performance’.70 On several occasions during our study, the new 
coaches mentioned that they needed ‘to re-invent themselves’ in response to 
the challenge made by some players to their new status as coach. In some 
cases, before game-time novice coaches made a joke out of the ‘whole new 
image’ they had to present, e.g. the new outfit (slacks/jeans and suit jacket) 
they were required to wear rather than putting on the team uniform, and the 
unfamiliar, strange feeling they experienced regarding their need to act as 
a ‘responsible adult’. Some coaches have stressed that they felt constantly 
alert on the football field during the first times they had to perform, given the 
fear of doing something wrong. As one of the coaches said: ‘I don’t feel 
natural with the clothes, expensive watch and fancy shoes I wear. Every time 
I have to remind myself that I’m in a new position in my career and I can 
screw this up. I’m telling you it takes time to adjust’. Moreover, more than 
once the researchers heard a sports reporter castigate a coach for not ‘acting’ 
professional enough on the court, e.g. losing control over the players, or 
lacking the ability to repress emotions.

Occasionally, the media highlight the interaction between a new coach 
and his or her players, focusing on the transition that he or she has experi-
enced. Often they compare the previous behaviour as a player to the current 
role as a coach. A good example can be found in an article about Yossi 
Abukasis, a former Israeli football player who played in the top Israeli teams 
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and in the Israeli national team for 20 years and now has become a promising 
coach. In an article about him, it is written:

Sometimes I watch Channel 57 (5GOLD), and I see the fouls I committed as 
a player. I say to myself, ‘Wow, what a fucked-up player I was’. There was 
nothing I could do about it – that was my character. Now as a coach I must 
look at things differently. (https://www.sport5.co.il/articles.aspx?FolderID= 
64&docID=316116&lang=HE)

Losing control

While in transition to a coaching position, former players can experience 
either a transforming process that enables them to operate and function as 
coaches or struggle with a notion of ‘losing control’ – a theme that kept 
repeating itself throughout the interviews as well as the media coverage 
which was related. In this respect, coaches experience great frustration 
given their lack of immediate influence on the results and actions on the 
pitch. These findings strongly demonstrate research findings in the field of 
‘intolerance of ambiguity and sport coaching’.71 Furthermore, intolerance of 
ambiguity is a key element for successful leadership.72

Danni demonstrates the frustration he had experienced in losing control 
of the game when he became a coach:

One of the first things I have discovered quite fast as part of the transition was 
the incapacity to influence the result of the game. You must understand, as 
a player I had such a direct influence on the score. As a player, your ability to 
influence is enormous. In contrast, as a coach I am not the one who is going to 
kick the crucial penalty. Also, my success as a player depends only on me. As 
a coach, I put my personal career in the hands of someone else. And I want you 
to know that this is very hard and frustrating. It’s a feeling of losing control.

Kobi adds:

It is so hard. I always used to be a key player in all the teams I played for, so it 
feels like I’ve been taken out of the game. It’s true I am part of the game, but 
I don’t really play. It’s almost like playing in Sony PlayStation. You control the 
game but are not really doing the actions. As a player I had a full control of the 
game.

Vladimir Ivić, aged 42, coach of the Israeli football champion team Maccabi 
Tel Aviv, and a former successful professional football player in Serbia, 
Germany, and Greece, mentioned the subject in an interview:

As a coach you can’t depend only on yourself, like in the times of being 
a player. As a player you are part of the team, but still, only a few players 
don’t get where they want due to external factors. As a coach you depend on so 
many external issues such as players, management, and your personal ability to 
manage things. 
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Goffman reminds us that ‘circumspection on the part of performers will 
[must] be expressed in the way they handle relaxation of appearances’.73 

From the coaches’ remarks above, it is clear that not being able to influence 
the game physically causes them a great deal of frustration and a sense of 
losing control. These kinds of feelings cannot be expressed openly, thus they 
are often repressed. After all, credibility from the players (as well as from the 
media) is won by satisfying the expected duties and manners of an attributed 
role, and being consistent in the communication of activities and traits. Not 
being able to persist in conveying the impression of a coach ‘in control’ in 
both the ‘gives’ and ‘gives-off’ channels can jeopardise their chances during 
the process of the transition from being a leading athlete to the leadership 
position of coaching. In Goffman’s words, ‘the disciplined performer is also 
someone with “self-control”. He can suppress his emotional response to his 
private problems’.74

Discussion

This article sought to highlight the challenges sports coaches often experi-
ence during the transition period between their playing career and taking up 
a coaching position. It strove to identify the ‘magic characteristics’ that can 
pinpoint some of the reasons for failure in the transition from team captain 
to the coaching position, and to explain why some of these star players get 
lost in the zone of transition and fail to make it as great coaches.

Based on Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective75 and Weinish’s 
findings,76 which claim that the more captains employ behaviours encoura-
ging personal identification among his or her teammates, the greater their 
chances of success as leaders. When coaches induce collective identification 
among their team players, their chances of success as leaders increase. In 
other words, coaches’ encouragement of personal identification over collec-
tive identification on the part of team players decreases the coaches’ chances 
of success as leaders. We were able to identify two different sets of behaviours 
and types of conduct that are expected from team captains by their team-
mates, and of coaches by their players, in order to be successful leaders. 
Moreover, it was found that one of the main features that the interviewees 
discussed in regard to their success as a leader in both positions was the 
difference between these two sets of behaviours. Furthermore, the intervie-
wees consistently stressed that the successful coaches were the ones who 
made the transition from their behaviour as team captains to the behaviour 
expected of them as coaches, and that the unsuccessful coaches continued to 
behave as if they were still team captains. They kept on using the same 
impression management as team captains when transferring to the coaching 
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position. After all, as part of the desire to control the ‘definition of the 
situation’,77 the player must convey to his/her audience the conventional 
social performance and ‘the individual’s initial projection commits him to 
what he is proposing to be and requires him to drop all pretences of being 
other things’.78

In conclusion, the study identifies a major factor that explains the phe-
nomenon of lack of success in the transition of star athletes to coaching 
positions, that Goffman79 defines as ‘impression management’, the failure by 
the player whilst in the transition to the coaching position to make the 
necessary changes in his/her behaviour which can ensure success as 
a leader – changes in which he/she is expected to demonstrate different 
behaviours and types of conduct in order to become a successful leader 
and coach.

Future studies that include female participants can add an additional 
dimension to the knowledge gained in this study, in regards to gender and 
impression management. In addition, although there was no specific refer-
ence to a social or cultural influence in the interviews, a comparative study 
featuring countries other than Israel could be conducted to determine 
whether the cultural component impacts the expected impression manage-
ment and leadership skills of the team captain and coaches.
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