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Abstract
Background  As an inter-individual psychological and behavioural construct, coachability is hypothesised to be a fundamental 
determinant of learning and performance enhancement within sport, business and education domains. Despite its perceived 
importance, consensus on a precise definition and its exact dimensional components has yet to be established.
Objectives  This systematic review aimed to: (1) establish consensus on a common definition and (2) identify consistent 
constituent component constructs of coachability evident in the literature.
Methods  Using systematic search and screening methods, 53 articles (41 studies; 12 grey literature) from sources spanning 
5 decades were identified.
Results  Findings revealed variable definitions of coachability that evolved with respective theoretical and investigatory 
paradigm shifts. Nonetheless, throughout, coachability was consistently considered a multi-component construct. Literature 
supported the existence of potentially six inter-connected component dimensions: Attentiveness to information; Willingness 
to learn; Persistence in overcoming setbacks; Feedback seeking; Feedback receptivity; and Feedback implementation. For 
each component, evidence illustrating psychological and behavioural features resonating with higher and lower component 
presence was identified. Identified components were also validated through independent interviews with sport coaches. Col-
lectively, findings established a synthesised consensus definition aligned with identified component dimensions, reflecting: an 
individual’s willingness and ability to seek, receive and act upon constructive feedback to persistently foster self-development 
and enhance performance in a given domain.
Conclusions  Given the limited assessments, methodologies and instruments available, research is recommended to refine 
and validate assessment instruments, verify constituent components identified, confirm relationships between coachability 
and developmental outcomes, and identify coachability optimisation strategies to benefit personal development within 
domain contexts.

1  Introduction

1.1 � A Brief Historical Background

In their seminal text “Problem Athletes and How to Handle 
Them”, Ogilvie and Tutko [1] introduced ‘coachability’ 
to the vernacular of the sport psychology and coaching 
disciplines. Originally characterised as an individual 
difference trait, encompassing a blend of personality 
traits, cognitive responses and motivation-driven 
behaviours, Ogilvie and Tutko [1] proposed coachability 
as a psychological construct capable of elucidating and 
interpreting observable variations in athletic behaviour 

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

and accomplishment: “One of the most critical qualities 
for achieving greatness in athletic pursuits. Those who are 
deemed great professionals, with only a few exceptions, 
consistently exhibit high levels of coachability.” At the 
centre of their argument was the contention that less 
successful athletes failed to acquire or consistently 
demonstrate desirable coachability owing to the presence 
of three types of psycho-social barriers. These ranged from 
acute emotions to more enduring sub-conscious factors, 
including forms of psychological inhibition, psycho-social 
problems or pathological conditions, which subsequently 
impeded athletic cognitive and behavioural engagement.

Despite Ogilvie and Tutko’s introduction, possibly 
because of being considered as more a personality-
driven individual character difference [2], coachability 
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Key Points 

Coachability is defined as an individual’s willingness 
and ability to seek, receive and act upon constructive 
feedback to foster self-development and enhance perfor-
mance across sport, business and educational domains.

Six consistent constituent components (dimensions) of 
coachability were identified: Attentiveness to Informa-
tion, Willingness to Learn, Persistence in Overcoming 
Setbacks, Feedback Seeking, Feedback Receptivity and 
Feedback Implementation.

As a multi-component construct, coachability has 
potential explanatory value in accounting for cognitive 
and behavioural individual differences associated with 
(sub-)optimal learning and development outcomes across 
multiple domains.

While coachability can be assessed, future research is 
recommended to develop standardised multi-dimensional 
assessment instruments to validate coachability com-
ponents and explore its optimisation for learning and 
performance outcomes.

received limited immediate attention from researchers, 
although practical sports coaching interest was somewhat 
more pervasive [3, 4]. Likely connected to changes 
in psychological frameworks, expanding research 
understanding and a combination of societal and 
technology/industry organisational changes, research 
interest began to increase in the late 1990s to early 2000s. 
Importantly, coachability came to be viewed as a set of 
acquired competencies. Competencies were identified as 
being observable behavioural actions, with an underlying 
assumption of being malleable or developable [5–7]. Further, 
the absence, frequency or extent of competency presence 
could be potentially measured, reflecting underlying 
psychological functioning, including cognitive beliefs or 
attitudes as well as attentional, motivational and emotional 
control capabilities. Capability within each underlying 
competency was subsequently viewed as contributing toward 
an individual’s responsiveness to coaching instructions or 
social exchanges.

1.2 � How has Coachability Been Understood 
in Different Contexts?

Aligned with the competency view and summarising sport 
psychology-related literature in the last 20 years, coachabil-
ity has been described as an individual difference construct, 

with possibly multi-dimensional components, including 
a general positive attitude and openness toward receiving 
instruction [8, 9], being accepting and integrating feedback 
[10], being engaged, committed and willing in the learn-
ing process [9, 11], actively seeking, receptive and utilising 
feedback [11–13], as well as demonstrating the implemen-
tation of coaching advice/instruction to improve personal 
performance [9, 11, 14]. However, across and within related 
studies, coachability and underlying competencies were 
either examined exploratorily, were not the primary focus of 
investigation, were not consistently assessed using similar or 
standardised methodologies, and assessment was frequently 
based on coaches’ perceptions of personality traits associ-
ated with successful athletic performance [8, 10, 15].

Given the potential relevance of underlying coachabil-
ity competencies to learning and performance, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that business and industry-related research 
interests have expanded. Within business management 
coaching, [16] it was suggested that individuals could be 
evaluated on levels from being ‘un-coachable’ (psycho-
logically affected) to ‘highly coachable’ (responsible, 
self-directed, showing a desire to improve, being lifelong 
learners) with corresponding characteristics. Subsequently, 
several similar coachability-associated competencies seem 
to have been emphasised (e.g. willingness and capability 
to seek, receive and act upon feedback to enhance perfor-
mance) as demonstrating high coachability. These com-
petencies have been identified as having positive relation-
ships with performance in a variety of settings, including 
employee coachability [17], employee commitment and 
pro-organisational behaviour [18], entrepreneurship [19, 20], 
investor decision making [21, 22], leadership effectiveness 
[23] and sales performance [24].

1.3 � Why is Interest in Coachability Growing?

In sport, re-emerging interest in coachability has likely 
grown hand-in-hand with increasing commercialisation 
and professionalised performance expectations [25–27]. 
As a result, there is implicit interest in understanding 
the factors leading to high achievement and the ability to 
identify individuals who demonstrate high responsiveness 
to such demands [28, 29]. Similarly, understanding 
the individual factors and processes (e.g. coaching 
relationships) that contribute to maintaining overall 
mental health and well-being in highly demanding sports 
contexts has gained significance [30–32]. Within athlete 
development research and practice, there is demand to 
not only systematically develop both specific sport task-
related physical and physiological capacities, but also a 
wide range of biomechanical, cognitive and psychological 
skills that underpin performance within the time frames 
available for such programmes [33, 34]. Consequently, 
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if athletes do not exhibit the characteristic behaviours or 
competencies associated with coachability, or are not 
targeted for development, then individual performance 
progression may be sub-optimal or compromised, leading 
to potential performance, selection or contract loss for the 
athlete, alongside financial costs and resource allocation 
inefficiencies for the organisation [35, 36].

Within business and educational settings, changes in tech-
nology, organisational and working practices have also led 
to the necessity for leaders, entrepreneurs and employees 
to be adaptable and productive in dynamic environments 
[37, 38]. As a result, an increased emphasis on personal and 
professional skill development to meet evolving technology, 
market trends and job task demands has occurred [39, 40]. 
Thus, at an individual level, in recruitment, performance 
evaluations and training programme situations and cognitive 
and behavioural capabilities to adapt, be open to feedback, 
show a willingness to learn and demonstrate responsiveness 
have become highly valued. Consequently, the literature in 
business and educational training now more explicitly con-
siders coachability and associated constructs [41].

1.4 � Systematic Review Rationale and Aims

Coachability has received widespread recognition in several 
domains, yet a consensus upon a unified definition remains 
necessary for comprehensive understanding, as well as 
providing a foundation for empirical investigation and 
practical utilisation. Whilst likely understood as a multi-
dimensional psychological and behavioural construct, the 
exact compositional nature of component dimensions also 
remains to be cohesively identified. The purpose of this 
systematic review was to (Aim 1) establish a consensus and 
a common definition of coachability and (Aim 2) identify 
constituent sub-component characteristics. By analysing the 
framing, definition and examination of coachability across 
various domains, this review sought to develop a more 
comprehensive understanding, identify research gaps and 
limitations, and thereby establish a foundation for future 
research and practical applications.

2 � Methods

The peer-reviewed published literature over five decades 
(1966–2024) was synthesised using systematic review 
methods. The review was registered with PROSPERO (Reg 
No.: CRD42023495817) and used the Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses [42]. All 
study screening procedures were performed using Covidence 
systematic review management software (Covidence, 2020).

2.1 � Data Sources

Keywords searches identified articles from the entire con-
tents of six databases: CINAHL, Google Scholar, MED-
LINE, PsycINFO, Scopus, SPORTDiscus and Web of Sci-
ence from 1966 until 31 May 2024. The search process was 
completed between December 2023 and May 2024. Keyword 
associated with the construct of interest was: coachab*. the 
population keywords were: athlete* AND/OR sportsperson* 
AND/OR student* AND/OR employee* AND/OR entre-
preneur* AND/OR coach* AND/OR employer* AND/OR 
teacher*. the context keywords were: sport* AND/OR rec-
reational sport* AND/OR elite sport* AND/OR education* 
AND/OR business*. following an initial search, authors 
(SMG, SC) removed duplicates and screened titles/abstracts. 
Then full-text studies were independently assessed for final 
review eligibility (by SMG, SC), with no uncertainty when 
aligned with inclusion or exclusion criteria.

2.2 � Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Because of the limited volume of literature, studies were 
included if they were: (i) empirical (qualitative or quan-
titative) and were published in a peer-reviewed journal 
between 1966 and January 2024 (inclusive); (ii) ‘grey lit-
erature’ such as dissertations and books between 1966 and 
January 2024 (inclusive); (iii) explicitly stated examina-
tion of coachability; (iv) examined coachability sub-com-
ponent dimensions within sport, business or educational 
contexts; and respectively, (v) examined participants with 
mean ages of 12–64 years (inclusive). All levels of engage-
ment in sport context were included (i.e. recreational to 
international levels). For business contexts, studies encom-
passing the examination of the current workforce were 
included; while in educational contexts, studies conducted 
at the secondary level and above (i.e. age 12 + years) were 
considered. Studies conducted outside of these contexts 
and ages, such as clinical paediatric or post-working career 
settings, were excluded.

2.3 � Data Extraction

Aligned with PROSPERO guidelines and the study’s 
aims, consistent information was extracted and entered 
into a summary table (see Table 1). Information extracted 
included: author(s) names; year of publication; study 
purpose(s)/aim(s); participant characteristics (if applica-
ble), including age, sex and nationality; study character-
istics (i.e. research design, number of participants, data 
collection methods); study context examined (sport, edu-
cation, business) and key summary findings (see Table 1). 
For Aims 1 and 2, where a definition of coachability and/or 
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coachability sub-components were discussed or examined 
within included studies, such information was also synthe-
sised (see Table 2). Identified studies were reviewed with 
information extraction completed by authors SMG and SC. 
A third author (PN) acted as an independent, if there was 
any discrepancy on information extracted.

2.4 � Semi‑Structured Interviews

To supplement synthesised information from research 
studies and validate findings, expert coach practitioner 
understanding from two sporting contexts were con-
sulted. Authors (SMG, SC) conducted two independent 
semi-structured focus-group interviews with elite div-
ing (n = 5) and field hockey coaches (n = 3). Coaches had 
extensive experience in their respective context domains, 
having coached for an average of 10 years (standard devi-
ation = 3.0) at state, national and Olympic levels, with 
both developmental and senior adult (male and female) 
athletes. Aligned with Aims 1 and 2, within interviews 
coaches were invited to (i) define and describe coach-
ability as relevant to their sport context and athletes, (ii) 
identify coachability characteristic features, (iii) identify 
examples of higher and lower coachability, and (iv) iden-
tify behavioural features of coachability in training and/
or competition contexts.

3 � Results

3.1 � Summary of Identified Studies

The initial search yielded 1165 potential studies. For a 
summary of the screening and selection process, see 
Fig. 1. Initially identified studies were then excluded for 
(i) being duplicates (n = 386), (ii) not meeting title and 
abstract screening (n = 473), (iii) did not examine coach-
ability or dimensional sub-components in a sport, business 
or educational context (n = 186), (iv) were website infor-
mation or posters (n = 45), (v) examined clinical popula-
tions (n = 16), (vi) the full article could not be tracked/
identified (n = 8), and (vii) the article was not published 
in English (n = 7), with 1121 studies eventually excluded. 
Nine references were identified from other sources: one 
from citation searching (n = 1) and eight from the grey 
literature (n = 8), of which four of the remaining grey lit-
erature studies were identified through the initial search.

Fifty-three articles met the inclusion criteria (see 
Table 1), including 41 peer-reviewed journal publications, 
4 book sub-sections/chapters and 8 PhD dissertations. 
Studies were associated with four main disciplines: 

sports psychology and sports coaching (n = 27), business 
occupations (n = 13), business and entrepreneurial 
contexts (e.g. angel investing, entrepreneurship education; 
n = 9), and education (n = 4). Of the 53 included articles, 
43 reported their country of origin: 70% were conducted 
in the USA (n = 32), with others in Canada (n = 2), South 
Africa (n = 2) and one each in Australia, China, Greece, 
India, Indonesia, Thailand and the UK. The remaining ten 
studies did not specify a country location of study.

The identified literature across disciplinary contexts of 
investigation had varied study aims(s) and objective(s), 
and which evolved over time. For instance, early sporting 
studies explored associations between personality traits 
or individual characteristics with high-level competitive 
success [43]. Whereas from the mid-late 1990s, sporting 
studies often utilised psychological assessments to under-
stand whether coachability and associated component con-
structs were associated with sporting performance [10, 15, 
45]. Researchers also examined criteria used by coaches 
to evaluate an athlete’s ability [14, 47], investigating 
whether, and which, psychological components including 
coachability were considered. More recently, studies have 
shifted toward understanding the impact of coachability 
on performance, athletic development and interpersonal 
dynamics [10, 45, 53, 55] as well as how coaching conduct 
and relationships impact coachability [51].

Initial studies in business contexts examined relation-
ships between salesperson coachability and sales perfor-
mance [13, 24], before expanding to examine the value 
of occupational coachability more broadly. In parallel, 
the creation and validation of coachability measurement 
scales for employee evaluation and professional develop-
ment has occurred [17, 19, 23]. More recently, research 
has investigated how entrepreneurial coachability relates 
to the capability to attract business mentors and secure 
financial investment [71, 72]. Meanwhile in education con-
texts, recent efforts have focused on creating models and 
practical assessments to enhance student learning [76] and 
entrepreneurial transition [41, 64].

3.2 � Aim 1: Coachability Defined

Across and within identified studies, coachability was vari-
ably defined but with a common view of being considered 
as a multi-component construct (see Table 2). Definitions 
ranged from coachability reflecting an underlying stable 
cognitive attitude (e.g. [58]) to being more frequently con-
sidered as a malleable mindset or meta-cognitive frame (i.e. 
openness, receptive [11, 19, 23]). Relative to the earlier lit-
erature, contemporary definitions considered coachability 
as an inter-individual difference [76], where both cognitive 
and behavioural features were learned, developed and inten-
tionally implemented [70]. Coachability was described as 
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Fig. 1   Flow diagram summarising the screening and selection of studies according to preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-
analyses [42]
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encapsulating a “bundle of competencies” [41], which could 
be holistically or individually considered on a low–high con-
tinuum, and where degrees [21] or levels of capability can 
be observably demonstrated [56].

Most commonly, definitions focused on behaviours, 
referring to observable engagement, responses or actions 
in specific learning and/or performance situations. Studies 
described coachability as comprising an inherent motivation 
and a ‘willingness to learn’, being inquisitive, curious and 
committed to personal improvement [62, 64, 71]. Coachable 
individuals were characterised as those who listened (n = 5 
definitions), were open and positively receptive to (critical/
constructive) feedback (n = 8), actively sought feedback 
(n = 6) and actively implemented/actioned feedback (n = 4) 
to either address skills/task weaknesses or enhance learning 
and development. Further, despite encountering setbacks, 
coachable individuals were described as exhibiting persever-
ance, remaining focused on skill/task improvement without 
deterrence from learning setbacks or challenges (e.g. [17], 
coach interviews).

3.3 � Aim 2: Coachability Constituent Components

Through a review of identified studies and evaluation of 
definitions utilised, six consistent constituent coachability 
components were identified (see Table 2). Listed in align-
ment with the interactional processes of receiving, decision 
making, and subsequently enacting or responding to infor-
mation, these were termed: Attentiveness to information, 
Willingness to learn, Persistence in overcoming setbacks, 
Feedback seeking, Feedback receptivity and Feedback imple-
mentation (see Fig. 2).

3.3.1 � Attentiveness to Information

Considered a critical initial process, attentiveness to 
information was consistently identified in 22 articles (42%) 
as a constituent component [3, 9–12, 14–16, 45, 46, 50–53, 
55, 56, 58, 61–63, 68, 76]. Across investigation domains, 
attentiveness was predominantly associated with forms 
of listening to the advice and instructions from coaches/
mentors [9, 15, 46], and to a lesser extent attention toward 
external adjunctive information sources [3]. Active 
intentional listening and engagement with the thoughts or 
perspectives from mentors/peers was considered pivotal to 
cognitive and skill learning [51], personal development [53], 
building strong interactive relationships [55] and toward 
improved performance outcomes [45, 62]. Attentiveness was 
not merely about hearing instructions but was explained as 
involving an interplay of cognitive and social information 
exchange related to developmental or task-related problems, 
but which enabled individuals to fully engage with, and 
internalise, coaching input [61, 76]. Attentiveness was 

considered as being embodied in several ways, including 
body language (e.g. eye contact), behavioural actions (e.g. 
note taking; verbal clarification) or in sport via the utilisation 
of internal proprioceptive sensory information as well as 
external sources (e.g. video analysis; technical review of 
movement) in sport [54].

Conversely, a limited capacity to direct and regulate 
attention was associated with impaired coachability, 
primarily owing to partial or complete non-utilisation of 
available information. This effectively compromised the 
ability to respond to or accurately implement information 
(e.g. instruction). Distracted listening [16], mind-wandering 
during information availability situations [16], as well as 
ignoring or sporadic use of instructional feedback [4, 16] are 
all highlighted examples of behavioural inattentiveness, and 
which inhibit self-improvement [3]. Limited attentiveness 
has also been suggested to indicate the presence of 
underlying counter-responsive psychological beliefs, 
expectations and emotions [3], motivational resistance 
[16], overconfidence [16], or potentially, a lack of trust, 
relationship quality or respect for the coach/mentor [11, 68].

3.3.2 � Willingness to Learn

Willingness to learn also emerged as a prominent constitu-
ent component, identified across 19 articles (34%) [3, 8, 
11, 12, 14, 16, 19, 24, 41, 50, 51, 53, 54, 56, 58, 62, 64, 
69, 76]. Willingness to learn was seen again as a dynamic 
component, bridging the gap between observable behaviours 
and the underlying thoughts and emotions driving them [3]. 

Fig. 2   Visual summary of coachability constituent components 
according to the identified literature in sport, business and education 
domains
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Willingness was often associated with an individual’s intrin-
sic motivation (or internal reasoning) to seek and acquire 
new knowledge, information and/or develop skills related to 
domain task/performance development [11, 12, 16]. Willing-
ness descriptions extended beyond notions of instructional 
receptivity, toward an individual’s approach to learning 
opportunities and expressing the need for challenges for 
personal development [16, 58, 76]. Demonstrating a willing-
ness to learn was intertwined with behaviours such as active 
intent in training/practice [3], consistent effort and intent to 
either self-improve or learn from mentors/instructors [58], 
and, by demonstration of humility, by acknowledgement of 
an individual’s existing skill/task limitations [8, 50].

Demonstrated high willingness was also seen as indicated 
by the intent and capability to reflect on learning experi-
ences [51]. Reflection and explanation of how instructions, 
feedback and/or other information sources were utilised to 
foster personal growth and performance development, expla-
nation and knowing of the learning/tasks required to excel in 
domains, and alignment with coach/mentor expectations [16, 
51, 62]. If behaviours were supported by less observable but 
positive beliefs (e.g. efficacy and capability to develop) and 
emotions (e.g. low fear, anxiety), willingness was deemed 
internally facilitated [8, 54].

Willingness to learn was also conceptualised from 
the identification of behaviours, cognitions and emo-
tions, reflecting a low willingness. These often referred to 
instances where behavioural or verbal resistance to feedback, 
learning and change was apparent. For instance, individuals 
may exhibit disinterest in acquiring new knowledge or skills, 
owing to a low perceived value or benefit (i.e. a cost–benefit 
approach; [19, 54, 76]). There may be negative beliefs (e.g. 
coach capability) or social relationships (e.g. mistrust) that 
may undermine willingness. Alternatively, learner overcon-
fidence and a limited perceived need to develop or improve 
would also undermine willingness behaviour [69].

3.3.3 � Persistence in Overcoming Setbacks

Persistence in overcoming learning setbacks was also con-
sistently identified in seven articles (13%) as a coachability 
component, and deemed critical to overcoming learning and 
development challenges [3, 11, 13, 48, 53, 55, 57]. The liter-
ature portrayed behavioural persistence as reflecting an indi-
vidual’s capability to maintain consistent effort, commitment 
and adaptive behaviour in response to challenges, mistakes 
or failures encountered during learning processes. Beswick 
[3] and Solomon [53] remarked on persistence as the learned 
capability to recognise mistakes, accept responsibility and 
commit to avoid repeating errors. Meanwhile, Larkin and 
O’Connor [55] described persistence through an individual’s 
ability to bounce back after setbacks, with the underlying 
capability of not permitting emotions or disruptive thoughts 

to perturb requirements to continue effort investment and 
learning toward tangible outcomes.

Whilst not an exhaustive list, several examples of observ-
able behaviours indicative of high persistence were identi-
fied, including: coping with critical feedback by applying 
coach/mentor suggestions to the training process; maintain-
ing composure and not becoming angry, frustrated or taking 
criticism personally [11, 13]; handling pressure by staying 
focused in high-pressure competitive situations [48]; and 
overcoming adversities by continuing to attempt skills and 
actions after making mistakes, and via demonstrating the 
capability to “step up and go for the next action” following 
setbacks [55]. By contrast, low persistence can logically be 
associated with low effort or effort sustainment, low engage-
ment in problem solving, as well as task abandonment when 
faced with learning or performance difficulties or setbacks. 
These behaviours may also be likely accompanied by mal-
adaptive emotions (e.g. anger, fear, frustration) and cogni-
tive reasoning (e.g. defensive/self-protection, externalising 
blame, misattribution). These types of cognitive, emotional 
and behavioural responses were associated with hindering 
personal development (coach interviews).

3.3.4 � Feedback Seeking

Feedback seeking emerged as a key coachability component, 
reported across 21 articles (40%) [13, 16, 17, 19, 23, 24, 41, 
44, 45, 56–58, 64, 67–69, 71, 72, 74–76]. Often referred to 
as an individual’s desire and active pursuit of information 
for self-correction, learning and mastery [19, 57], feedback 
seeking was deemed important for optimised self-devel-
opment, via developing the capability to seek, assimilate, 
integrate and utilise obtained feedback information [57]. 
Feedback seeking was commonly associated with observable 
proactive behaviours, such as regularly approaching men-
tors or coaches to ask clarification questions in uncertainty, 
for instructional guidance and for feedback following task 
engagement [16, 44]. Seeking feedback was also deemed 
to signify humility regarding an individual’s present capa-
bilities, as well as illustrating respectful acknowledgement 
and gratitude for those with advanced knowledge/skills but 
also assisting an individual’s developmental journey [19, 
20]. Relationships with other coachability components were 
also reported. For instance, higher frequency feedback seek-
ing was associated with a higher willingness to learn and 
feedback receptivity [20, 57, 58, 67].

In business contexts, founders of ‘start-up’ companies 
who actively sought and integrated feedback from mentors 
were often evaluated as more innovative and adaptable, link-
ing feedback-seeking behaviours with individual growth and 
adaptability [20, 71]. While in sport, athletes who actively 
sought feedback from coaches were found to enhance their 
skills and performance significantly relative to others [9, 
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45]. Iwasaki et al. [45] also identified how caring and task-
involving psychological climates were likely influential to 
feedback-seeking behaviour, highlighting how the quality 
of relationships and interactions with mentors/coaches was 
influential. In contrast, selective, low or no feedback seeking 
was often seen as a barrier to coachability [57, 68], acting 
as a potential restraint to accessing valuable information, 
which otherwise would be beneficial to self-development 
[57, 77]. Selective feedback seeking or feedback avoid-
ance was reported as possibly occurring for several reasons, 
including fear/anxiety of negative evaluations (e.g. being 
exposed or seen as incompetent) and ego-defensive and self-
image protection reasons, or may potentially associate with 
a perceived psychological challenge (cognitive, emotional 
responses) from needing to behaviourally develop or change 
[23, 57].

3.3.5 � Feedback Receptivity

Feedback receptivity also emerged as a prominent coach-
ability component in 21 articles (40%) [12, 14–17, 23, 44, 
47, 50, 53, 56–58, 62, 64, 67, 69–71, 73, 76]. Receptivity 
was commonly associated with an individual’s psychological 
state during learning processes, task/skill performance or 
in situations of evaluation. An openness to receive, accept, 
process, and reflect and internalise feedback (e.g. construc-
tive criticism) without being emotionally perturbed or dis-
rupted [12, 44, 47, 56, 67, 69, 73] or whilst maintaining 
emotional regulation were seen as connected characteristic 
features. Such receptivity enabled individuals to use feed-
back productively, with less inhibition and greater utilisation 
to aid self-learning, skill development and performance [17, 
23, 44, 47, 56, 67].

Highly receptive individuals were associated with a range 
of observable behaviours within contexts, such as welcom-
ing guidance and instructional advice [57], maintaining 
composure while correcting mistakes in response to feed-
back [44, 47, 73], and being trustful of the knowledge and 
information provided by coaches/mentors [12, 15, 50, 62, 
64]. By comparison, low receptivity behaviour was char-
acterised by dismissive, resistance or defensive behaviours 
when receiving advice [57, 58]. These included making 
excuses for not responding [23], frequent interruptions, or 
displaying impatience to instruction or feedback [16] as well 
as becoming emotionally upset [44], angry or anxious dur-
ing feedback exchanges [12]. Humility was again reported 
as a precursor to receptivity, with a corresponding higher 
likelihood of interpreting feedback as valuable for growth 
as opposed to a personal critique of skill, performance or 
capability more broadly [17]. By comparison, individuals 
with an inflated false sense of efficacy or skill capability, 
who saw limited benefit from mentor or coach instruction, 

were more likely to be sceptical or dismissive, indicating 
low receptivity [17].

3.3.6 � Feedback Implementation

Feedback implementation was consistently identified as a 
coachability component across 15 articles (28%) [3, 10–12, 
23, 41, 50, 56–58, 62, 63, 67, 75, 76] and often seen as the 
final-action step in the feedback process. Implementation 
commonly referred to an individual’s capability to act or 
implement feedback received to adapt, modify and improve 
skills or behaviours [10, 50, 56] underpinning personal 
development [63, 67]. Despite potentially receiving simi-
lar instructional or coaching guidance, converting feedback 
— whether actively sought or unsolicited — into tangible 
outcomes was often associated as a differentiator of high and 
low coachability [57, 58, 63]. Highly coachable individuals 
were regarded as able to demonstrate implementation in a 
range of behaviours, such as applying feedback promptly, 
applying to problem solve effectively in tasks/skills, and 
modifying behavioural strategies or techniques [3, 10, 12, 
50]. For instance, in team sports contexts where feedback 
can be immediate and frequent, highly coachable players 
were regarded as being able to make rapid in-game technical 
movement and tactical decision-making adjustments based 
on feedback [12]. Similarly in individual sports (e.g. diving), 
the capability to proprioceptively control and adjust move-
ment techniques was emphasised both as a performance 
requirement and coachability competency for improvement 
(coach interviews). By comparison in business contexts, 
the literature highlighted how highly coachable employees 
integrated strategies following feedback discussions, such 
as task prioritisation (complete high-priority tasks first) 
[57, 59], enrol in specific training following feedback about 
a specific skill gap (e.g. presentation skills) [23, 67] and 
improve collaboration with others (e.g. by participating 
more in group discussions) [75].

Conversely, low feedback implementation is character-
ised by a lack of behavioural change following instruction 
or advice [67, 75]. In athletic settings, low coachability 
may be characterised as a failure to adjust or change move-
ment, leading to repeated mistakes or stagnant performance, 
despite feedback provision and its acknowledgement [12, 
63]. In business, employees may resist change by avoiding 
new behavioural strategies or sticking to familiar routines, 
even when feedback suggests benefits from alternative 
behaviours [75]. Additionally, employees lacking self-
awareness may continue to make similar mistakes despite 
receiving corrective instruction and/or feedback, indicating 
a disconnect between perception and performance [67].
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3.4 � Interviews: Coach Practitioner Validation 
of Findings

Interviews with high-performance coaches in two sport con-
texts validated the literature definitional understanding of 
coachability and identified consistent contributory coach-
ability sub-component themes (see Sect. 2.4 for interview 
aims/purposes). Based on their experiences, diving coaches 
collectively defined coachability as: “an ability to receive 
and understand instruction (cognitive), leading to a mechan-
ical (behavioural) change, undeterred by setbacks, and 
driven by a willingness to learn and continually improve.” 
Meanwhile, field hockey coaches referred to coachability 
as a state of being “curious to discover and eager to learn, 
be receptive to feedback, be willing to implement the feed-
back, and have a resilience to keep trying.” (see Table 2). 
Coaches subsequently reviewed our synthesised definition 
based on the literature, agreeing their statements and experi-
ence aligned with our definition.

In determining the dimensional components comprising 
coachability, diving coaches identified the following themes 
as key underpinning factors: ‘Attentiveness’; ‘Willingness to 
Continually Learn’; ‘Comprehend Instruction’; ‘Recognise 
Movement Error’, ‘Seek Feedback’, ‘Overcome Setbacks/
Failure’; ‘Receptivity to Feedback’; and ‘Athlete Drive’. In 
parallel, and with adjusted nuance to sport-context demands, 
field hockey coaches identified: ‘Willingness to Learn’; 
‘Seeks Feedback’; ‘Attentiveness to Technical Skills’; 
‘Attentive to Tactical Awareness’; ‘Persistence’; ‘Engage-
ment’; and ‘Implementing Feedback’. Overall, these themes 
demonstrated general coherence and overlap with the six 
consistent literature identified components. Of note, within 
interviews, coaches frequently provided examples of athlete 
cognitions and behaviours where attributes demonstrating 
high and low coachability were apparent, and described how 
these affected either athlete learning and progress or coach 
interactions. As such, ecological relatedness and explanatory 
value within sport settings aligned with research findings 
was achieved.

4 � Discussion

4.1 � Summary of Findings

The purpose of this systematic review was to (Aim 1) estab-
lish a consensus and a common definition of coachability 
and (Aim 2) identify constituent sub-component characteris-
tics. Related to Aim 1, findings illustrated how the definitions 
and framing of coachability have evolved. Early definitions 
focused on personality traits (e.g. agreeableness, conscien-
tiousness) [1, 11], or stable character attributes (e.g. trust 
and respect for authority, emotional maturity) [11, 15], while 

more contemporary conceptualisations have viewed coacha-
bility as a set of learned competencies that underpin learning 
and self-regulatory processes [41]. Irrespective of time and 
context, common component themes across literature defini-
tions included reference to ‘openness in feedback’, ‘willing-
ness to learn’, ‘ability to apply instructions’ and ‘cognitive 
adaptability’. In sport, literature emphasised ‘motivation to 
learn’, ‘inquisitiveness’ and ‘respect for coaches’. Mean-
while, business-related definitions highlighted ‘feedback 
seeking’, ‘receptivity’ and ‘implementation’. When synthe-
sising definitions across domains, we therefore considered 
coachability as: “an individual’s willingness and ability to 
seek, receive, and act upon constructive feedback to persis-
tently foster self-development and enhance performance in 
a given domain”. Aligned to sport, such a definition assumes 
there is a need to develop movement, technical, or cogni-
tive skills and competencies, and further, the information or 
instruction required for such development is available within 
training and/or competitive settings.

Affixed to Aim 2, literature analysis suggested the 
presence of six consistent coachability sub-component 
characteristics: Attentiveness to information, Willingness 
to learn, Persistence in overcoming setbacks, Feedback 
seeking, Feedback receptivity and Feedback implementation. 
These components align with the interactional processes of 
receiving, decision making, and enacting or responding to 
information derived from potentially multiple sources (e.g. 
coaches; mentors; managers). The literature intimated the 
relative importance of observable behaviours indicative 
of high coachability. Likewise, potential barriers and 
behaviours within each component were identified. 
Attentiveness to information and Willingness to learn were 
identified as critical initial psycho-behavioural processes, 
while Feedback Seeking, Receptivity and Implementation 
were interpreted as key components in the learning and 
behavioural process. Persistence in overcoming setbacks was 
deemed as a key psychological and behavioural component 
to maintaining task investment, despite motivational, 
emotional, task or interactional challenges. The inter-
relationships between these components suggested how 
the degree of engagement across component characteristics 
could be collectively combined to determine an individual’s 
overall degree of coachability.

4.2 � Research Limitations

Although coachability as a term reflecting individual 
attributes has prevalent colloquial use in practical sport 
and business contexts, numerous research limitations and 
investigatory gaps are evident. The theoretical framing 
of coachability has been inconsistent, approximately 
50% of published peer-reviewed studies did not use a 
specific theoretical framework, and no study has critically 
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evaluated theoretical understandings of coachability. 
When frameworks have been employed, like other fields, 
they have evolved in accordance with psychological 
research paradigms. Initially, understanding of problematic 
(low) coachability was viewed from sub-optimal trait 
status, clinical personality-based or underlying psycho-
dynamic conflict perspectives [1, 4]. This was followed 
by an examination of dispositional trait approaches [43], 
including personality theory and the Five-Factor Model 
[10, 12] associations with high coachability and attainment. 
Subsequently, Giacobbi et al. [15, 20] framed coachability 
from an interactionist perspective (i.e. achievement goal 
theory [41, 58]), suggesting coachability may be determined 
by a combination of stable attributes interacting and 
responding with social coach/mentor exchanges. Alternative 
frameworks within the paradigm were also introduced 
(e.g. social exchange theory [19], expectancy theory 
[48], symbolic interactionism [50]), and have continued 
to some extent [19, 58, 61, 67, 69]. Most contemporary 
views understand coachability as a set of learned, dynamic, 
psychological and behavioural competencies, learned 
and acquired in supportive environments that match or 
resemble actual task/performance environments (coaching 
competency model [41, 84], experiential learning theory 
[20, 41]).

Regarding investigative attention gaps, review findings 
indicated that while progressive growth in sport psychol-
ogy/coaching and business contexts (n = 40, 75% of articles) 
occurred, with a relatively balanced examination of male 
(53.5%) and female (46.5%) samples, the context of inves-
tigation was USA-concentrated (n = 33; 62%), with only 
isolated investigations conducted elsewhere. Furthermore, 
within US studies, populations examined primarily focused 
on national college athletes or coaches in the National Col-
legiate Athletic Association (n = 10; 33%) predominantly in 
basketball, swimming or soccer. The limited scope of geo-
graphical, cultural, demographic and contextual aspects of 
investigation suggests value in a broader research investi-
gation [17]. Expanded insight could inform current defini-
tional understanding, universal or culturally specific concep-
tualisation, the need for broad or context-specific nuanced 
assessment and how individual-cohort coachability can be 
evaluated.

Table 3 provides a chronological history of coachability 
assessment instruments utilised across domains and 
contexts. A review reveals that limited, yet diverse, 
instruments have been developed and adapted according 
to the investigatory domain and context. Twenty-six (49%) 
articles assessed coachability using an instrument listed, 
with particular instruments more frequently adopted. Table 3 
also shows how assessment methods have been driven by 
theoretical underpinnings, progressing from the assessment 
of psychological personality dimensions to the assessment of 

multiple observable behavioural competencies. Initially, only 
descriptive singular ratings scales were evident [4], until 
Smith et al. [44] first conducted a peer-reviewed systematic 
assessment, via incorporation of a coachability subscale 
within their assessment of athletic coping skills (i.e. Athletic 
Coping Skills Inventory-28). Subsequently, Giacobbi et al. 
(2000, 2002) [11, 15] 24-item Athletic Coachability Scale 
was the first to position coachability as a distinct construct, 
assessing relational (e.g. coach trust, athlete collaboration) 
as well as individual openness and responsiveness to 
feedback as component features. Adaptation and assessment 
of additional coachability components followed (e.g. [12]), 
including Athletic Coachability Scale adaptations to 
business (e.g. sales [13]).

In the transfer to business settings, researchers have begun 
to more comprehensively assess coachability component 
dimensions, evident via the integration of previously vali-
dated scales (e.g. the Employee Coachability Scale [12, 14, 
17, 23]) and incorporation of an independent observational 
assessment. Viewed through a skill competency lens, recog-
nising that competencies are applied differently according 
to context, alternative assessment methods have emerged. 
Most recently, Ober et al. [76] observed simulated contextual 
scenarios and were subsequently prompted to select a course 
of action from a range of possible options. Responses were 
observer rated using the developed 22-item Coachability 
Situational Judgement Test, which assessed several coach-
ability components aligned with review findings and demon-
strated convergent validity with the Workplace Coachability 
Scale [17]. Concurrently, as part of entrepreneurship educa-
tional training, Somià et al. [41] combined mixed-method 
Behavioural Event Interviews with a 40-item Coachability 
Survey in Entrepreneurship Education. Interviews elicited a 
qualitative recall of specific events or situations where spe-
cific competencies were effectively implemented to achieve a 
result, solve a problem or manage a relationship. Afterward, 
the Coachability Survey in Entrepreneurship Education then 
assessed whether 15 developable competencies, associated 
with five coachability sub-component clusters, were utilised. 
These novel methods identify potential in more accurately 
assessing coachability levels in context-specific dynamic 
situations, employing a multiple perspective assessment.

4.3 � Future Directions

In consideration of the study findings and limitations, sev-
eral prioritised future research directions can be recom-
mended. Assuming constituent components and a synthe-
sised definition are upheld, research will need corresponding 
valid and reliable assessment instruments with cross-context 
applicability, but with the potential for context adaptability. 
For enhanced assessment accuracy, development is recom-
mended to combine self-report with external evaluation, 
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helping mitigate potential rating bias or error common in 
self-report and observational methods [82, 83]. Still, obser-
vation in content, event reviewing and qualitative interview 
methods should also be examined for their potential to elicit 
novel insight [41, 45].

With assessment instrument(s), longitudinal studies will 
need to determine the relative (in)stability of coachability 
as well as identify factors and processes that undermine or 
facilitate coachability [76]. Identifying antecedent individ-
ual, social and environmental factors affecting coachability 
behaviours will be informative [67]. For instance, future 
research is advised to consider the influence of age, cogni-
tive maturation and sporting experience (e.g. task familiar-
ity) on coachability. Exploring the influence of individual 
antecedent factors, such as self-regulation, self-reflection 
and humility to coachability is warranted. These psychologi-
cal characteristics may influence an individual’s likelihood 
to be attentive to information, engage with feedback, per-
sist through setbacks and implement coaching instructions 
effectively. Previous studies do identify how pre-existing 
coach–athlete or leader–mentee relationships, characterised 
by trust, honesty, frequent feedback and open communica-
tion [8, 9, 11, 79], associate with subsequent responses. 
Similarly, coaches/leaders who themselves demonstrate 
high coachability behaviours and who create environments 
promoting continuous self-development and psychological 
safety facilitate coachability [19, 45, 77]. That said, assess-
ment and understanding of influences from individual psy-
chological antecedent factors (e.g. humility, self-regulation) 
are not established. Considered as a set of inter-individual 
competencies, research will need to confirm the proposed 
relationships with developmental outcomes, such as greater 
rates of learning and performance improvement. Further, 
determining how coachability can be optimised to achieve 
developmental and performance-related outcomes needs 
examination [17, 41, 67, 76]. Collectively, these directions 
could generate valuable practical knowledge and information 
for talent identification, selection/hiring and training devel-
opment purposes in sport, business and educational contexts.

5 � Conclusions

This systematic review synthesised existing research avail-
able on coachability across sport, business and educational 
domains. With no prior consistent definition available, a 
synthesised definition was established, with coachability 
reflecting: “an individual's willingness and ability to seek, 
receive, and act upon constructive feedback to persistently 
foster self-development and enhance performance in a given 
domain”. The definition incorporates six proposed constitu-
ent sub-dimensional components, consistently identified 

across the literature: Attentiveness to information, Willing-
ness to learn, Persistence in overcoming setbacks, Feedback 
seeking, Feedback receptivity and Feedback implementation. 
While receiving practitioner validation, subsequent research 
will need to validate the proposed sub-components. Given 
variability in prior conceptualisation, assessment and appli-
cation, findings emphasise the need to develop standardised, 
multi-dimensional, coachability assessment instruments. 
Research should examine broader cultural contexts, sample 
populations and environments in which coachability may 
be significant to learning and performance. Further, unveil-
ing the individual, social, relational and contextual fac-
tors affecting coachability, as well as determining whether 
and how coachability can be optimally developed, will be 
important. By advancing our understanding of coachability, 
researchers and practitioners could more effectively support 
individual growth and performance.

(*) = studies identified in the systematic review.
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