Taming the Beast Within Your Child’s Coach
Learn How to Adapt to Four Styles of Coaches
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This article is designed to help you connect
with your child’s coach – to learn what
works, and what doesn’t work. There are
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five sections to this article. The Basics section
covers the fundamental protocols of the
parent–coach relationship and provides the
most basic guidelines for maintaining a positive
collaborative approach. Styles I – IV introduce
you to the four most common behavioral styles
of coaches and how your child can adapt
his/her behaviors to connect effectively with
each one.
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• Discover in advance how and when the coach
wants to communicate with parents.
• Ask good open-ended questions through which
the coach can share his philosophy, opinions,
feelings, and facts. Do not assume anything and do
not accuse.
• Give a coach personal space before competitions
to focus on the game.
• Let the coach do his/her job during the game
without interference.
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• Remember that after a competition the players
come first and you are second in line for any
attention or conversation.

he Basics

The parent/coach relationship is important
for the sake of your child’s skill development
and social development. However it can be a
tricky relationship for you due to two factors: 1) your
emotional investment in your child’s progress; and 2)
the complexity of issues a coach faces in making so
many subjective decisions that affect your child and
the team. For these reasons it’s best if you learn to
do three things: 1) understand the behavioral style
of your coach; 2) help your child to understand that
behavioral style; and 3) adapt your behaviors to
compliment the style of the coach.

• If you have concerns, or are emotionally upset,
give yourself 24 hours of reflection time before
communicating with the coach. You’ll be amazed
at how many questions will be answered during that
waiting period.
• Avoid criticizing your child’s coach or undermining
his/her authority in front of your child. Speak to the
coach directly if you have concerns or questions.
• Avoid contradicting your child’s coach with your
personal coaching strategies. This only confuses a
child.

In general, coaches have a passion for their sport
and for passing along what they know to young
athletes. But they also have a passion for winning.
Good coaches see the obvious connection
between developing skills in their players and
winning competitions. GREAT coaches are also
committed to the long-term character development
of their athletes. You can best complement the
style and impact of a coach when you understand
which element (skills, winning, or character) is valued
most by that coach. Use the chart below as a
guide.
If a Coach Values:

Parent Should Emphasize:

Developing Skills

Character Lessons

Winning Games

Character Lessons +
Developing Skills

Character Lessons

Reinforce Character +
Developing Skills

Four Flavors?

Style I - Rhino

Ultimately, winning is an outcome of great skills +
depth of character!
Here are some practical strategies for maintaining a
smooth working relationship with your child’s coach:
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Did you know coaches come in four
flavors? Actually, every coach is a
combination of the four behavioral styles,
but each coach has a dominant style
that is demonstrated more often than the others. As
a parent, your understanding of your child’s coach
and his behavioral style could save the season for

Style II - Peacock

your athlete. By giving your child a new perspective
on a coaches’ delivery, you may enhance a rocky
relationship. First we’ll learn to understand and
cope with the Rhino style.

The second behavioral style you
might find in a coach is called the
Peacock. This style of coach has a
couple of things in common with the Rhino. They
are both outgoing, which means they communicate
directly. There’s no guess work in what they want.
Peacocks are also assertive, but they’re more apt to
persuade you than boss you around like a Rhino.

Rhinos are a combination of outgoing and task
focused. They are assertive, competitive, and like to
take control of most situations. They find security in
having control, but they also admire those who take
control of their own life situations.

The biggest difference is that Peacock coaches
base their decisions more on their feelings than on
facts. The relationships they build count more than
the tasks or chores they have. Peacocks are very
social, and very animated with both words and
gestures. When angry, head for cover, but don’t
ignore or disrespect this coach. Unlike the Rhino,
they will feel bad later for their angry outburst.
Peacocks are usually good communicators and
enjoy a positive conversation.

You will notice a bossy tone sometimes, as they are
likely to tell rather than ask. Rhinos take pride in
accomplishments and get things done. Emotions
are rarely on display.

If you want to connect with a Rhino coach, consider
the following guidelines:
• Arrive early to practice and show a sense of
urgency about tasks.
• Cut to the chase when you have something to
say– just the facts!

If you want to connect with a Peacock coach, you
should:

• Rhinos hate whining & excuses but listen to people
with solutions.

• Arrive cheerful to practice and be upbeat about
your teammates.

• Get your workout done before socializing – tasks
come first.

• Show an interest in the personal side of life; smile
and be friendly.

• Have thick skin about his/her criticism – it’s not
personal at all.

• Peacocks hate being ignored so pay attention to
their instructions.

• If you disagree, argue with conviction based on
facts, not feelings.

• Think with your gut, more than your head, to
understand a Peacock.

• Avoid indecisiveness or acting shy or fearful.
Rhinos like toughness & action.
• Act more like a Rhino to earn the respect of a
Rhino!

• Make a Peacock feel important by showing
respect and listening.
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• Always laugh at a Peacock’s jokes!

• Avoid telling a Peacock to calm down when
upset; allow their venting.

• Ask a Retriever coach for his opinion on
relationship issues.

• Peacock’s respond well to sincere attention given
to them.

• Give plenty of warning about changes in your
schedule.
• Avoid unnecessary conflicts. Ask this coach for
honest feedback.
• Retrievers respond well to harmony and good
chemistry on a team.

Style IV - Owl

As we look at the fourth style – the
Owl coach – keep in mind that every
coach is a unique combination of
the four styles. No coach is purely
one style, but can be predominantly one style. The
Owl coach is reserved and less assertive, like the
Retriever, however tasks are more important than
relationships and facts are more important than
feelings when making decisions.

Style III - Retriever

Owl coaches are detailed and methodical about
practices, techniques, schedules, and equipment.
They tend to be critical of mistakes and take pride in
being correct. Owls will argue over small items and
can become defensive easily. Their communication
is factual and feelings are often discounted as less
important. An Owl’s personal emotions are often
difficult to detect. Their thoroughness is a strength
when details matter, but they can be slow to make
difficult decisions because they don’t want to make
a mistake. Owls do not like risk or change as much
as Rhinos and Peacocks.

The third behavioral style is the
Retriever coach. Like the Peacock,
this coach bases each decision
more on feelings than facts and is
more relationship oriented than focused on tasks.
However the Retriever is different from the Peacock
by being more reserved instead of outgoing. This
means you’ll notice less direct communication, less
direct eye contact, more asking of questions and
less telling you what to do.
Retrievers are less assertive but show their emotions
to a greater degree like Peacocks. They are very
good listeners and don’t need to be the center of
attention. Often soft-spoken, they still know exactly
what they want, but you may have to ask more
questions to find out what that is. Retrievers dislike
conflict and want to be well-liked.
If you want to connect with a Retriever coach, you
should:
• Arrive cheerful to practice; have a plan and do
what you say you’re going to do.
• Show an interest in the personal side of life; smile
and be friendly.
• Retrievers hate to be embarrassed; address serious
issues in private.
• Think with your gut, more than your head, to
understand Retrievers.

If you want to connect with an Owl coach, you
should:
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• Arrive early to practice and be prepared and
methodical.

• Show attention to the details of your equipment
and your routine.

personality. I mean he or she should adjust key
behaviors to match the behaviors most valued by
the coach. (For instance, arriving late to practice
will irritate Rhinos and Owls more than Peacocks and
Retrievers.)

• Owls hate to be wrong; ask intelligent questions to
gain clarity.
• Think with your head, more than your gut, to
understand Owls.
• Ask an Owl coach for his opinion on technique/
training issues.
• Know your facts and have detailed answers to
questions.
• Avoid finding fault, rapid change, or high risk
strategies with Owls.
• Owls respond well to structure and want time to
process ideas.

The connecting skills described in this article will help
your children throughout their athletic career, as well
as their social life and professional life in the years
ahead. As an adult, you may have encountered
the fundamental elements of this philosophy by
taking a personal inventory called “DISC” at work.
Your child can begin using these connecting skills
at an early age. It’s not too early to learn that just
because people act differently doesn’t mean they
are bad or wrong. They’re just different! 

Conclusion
Young children begin their youth sport experience
assuming that all coaches behave the same way,
want the same things, and communicate the
same way. For some kids it’s a rude awakening to
discover that some coaches are soft-spoken while
others yell most of the time; some are logical in their
reactions while others are emotional; some are
direct and clear with their instructions while others
are indirect and vague. Your job as a parent is to
help your child do three things:
1. Accept the differences without judgment;
2. Find the most important part of a coaches’
message without getting distracted by the delivery;
3. Adapt to each coach by adjusting personal
behaviors in order to connect. By this I do not
mean that your child should change his or her
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