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Purpose: The success of Finnish ice hockey teams on the international arena has been fuelling 

the demand for coaches and players from this country worldwide. Yet, despite the increasing 

trends of migration of the workforce in sports, there is limited research that is conducted on the ex-

periences of foreign coaches. Thus, this study aims to expand our understanding of the work of 

high-performance coaches in the globalised sports context to offer pragmatic insights to inform the 

work of transnational coaches, coach developers, and sports administrators. 

Theoretical background: The project has utilised an ecological lens of understanding the inter-

linked nature of the relationship between person and environment. The context of coaching has a 

substantial impact on the perceived effectiveness of the coach and requires the practitioner to be 

aware of the needs and demands of the stakeholders. When a coach is exposed to a new culture, 

the acculturation is evident in the adaptation of the practices and personality of the individual that 

are then expressed in the development of cultural competence and intercultural effectiveness. 

Similarly, new inhabitants are likely to alter and reshape the environment around them. 

Method: A case study design was adopted. The participants were 14 Finnish high-performance 

head coaches with transnational career experiences across 11 nations. Qualitative data was col-

lected via semi-structured interviews. Reflexive thematic analysis guided this work to generate 

themes through deductive and inductive reasoning.  

Results and Discussion: The major themes that have been identified from the qualitative data 

were centered around preparation practices, acculturation, and emerging learning experiences. 

Specifically, preparation was studied through the lenses of an outsider (when you can’t physically 

be there) and an insider (worked or lived in the environment before). Acculturation experiences 

shed light on how coaches managed power structures, new challenges that the sports context has 

presented, and reflection on personal evolution. Lastly, coaches offered practical strategies for col-

leagues to consider when working abroad. 

Conclusion: The findings were in line with the existing literature on the work of transnational 

sports practitioners where acculturation occurs for both parties – the host environment and the 

newly arriving member (coach). The personal agency of coaches and communication skills were 

recognized as crucial components for the development of cultural competence. The findings could 

be utilised by coach developers when preparing practitioners to work in new cultural settings, club 

administrators to further inform their decisions when recruiting and working with foreign coaches, 

and sports governing bodies to develop policies to support coaches’ acculturation in the new 

country. 
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1 Introduction 

Despite the recent travel challenges that were emerging as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

global mobility of workforce has been rising across numerous disciplines. Sports industry is not an 

exception from the common trends of globalization (i.e. Crossan, 2019; Nauright & Pope, 2017; 

Smith, 2016). It is common for sports organizations to recruit coaches or athletes from other coun-

tries in the search for competitive edge and in motor sports there has been a saying “If you want to 

win, hire a Finn” (Thorogood, 2017). Hiring someone from abroad is particularly common in high-

performance environments (i.e. Jansen & Engbersen, 2017; Norcliffe & Decosse, 2022; Wicker, 

Orlowski, & Breuer, 2018) Also, the countries where the know-how of the sport is not as developed 

tend to turn to foreign coaches and players in the hopes that they are going to contribute to the de-

velopmental and performance outcomes (Lenartowicz, 2023, 47; Tao, Rynne, & Mallett, 2019, 2). 

Recent success of Finnish national teams on international ice hockey arena with top-tier medals at 

world championships (gold – 2019, 2022; silver – 2021) and Olympics (2022) placed Finland at the 

top of the men’s international rankings (Merk, 2022). Thus, it would be intuitive to suggest that the 

demand for the coaches from this country is likely to be high. 

It is hard (if not impossible) to separate coaching from the socio-cultural context (Cassidy, Jones, & 

Potrac, 2015, 11) as it requires coaches to engage in daily interactions with different social groups 

surrounding them – administrators, officials, athletes, parents and many others (Cassidy, 2010, 

440). Nevertheless, it would be intuitive to suggest that the coaches are amongst most important 

sports stakeholders due to their profound impact on the lives of people that they work with. Jowett 

(2017) has highlighted this notion by pointing out that “coaches and athletes are inseparable enti-

ties within the context of coaching whether it is participation or performance” (p.6). While the moti-

vations of coaches to move abroad might differ from search of new experience to financial incen-

tives (Borges & al., 2015, 597; Kerr & Obel, 2018, 624; Orlowski, Wicker, & Breuer, 2016, 13), 

moving to a new country is likely to be a stressful experience due to the unfamiliar social practices, 

cultural values and sports contexts. Facilitating effective coach-athlete relationships, designing a 

quality learning environment and preparing athletes to succeed in competitions are rather challeng-

ing and, at times, chaotic (Bowes & Jones, 2006, 242). Yet, doing those effectively in a foreign en-

vironment only adds to the complexity to these processes (Kerr & Moore, 2015, 193).  

The intriguing topic of culture in sports has sparked my interest due to my multi-cultural back-

ground as I have played and coached ice hockey in a foreign country.  Furthermore, my daily work 

as a coach developer and pedagogue requires me to interact with colleagues and students from a 

wide range of cultural, professional and sports backgrounds. Hereby, equipped with enthusiasm 

and passion for this topic, I decided to proceed forward with the thesis that would allow me to 
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expand my horizons of cultural competence in the field of sports coaching and coach development. 

The following sections are going to examine the theoretical rationale that guided this work, outline 

methodological considerations that were taken into account in order to carry out this project, pre-

sent the data, which is going to be reflected upon later in the discussion section that is going to re-

flect on the results to put forward practical considerations that could be drawn from this study as 

well as suggest future directions for the research in the field of acculturation in sports.  
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2 Theoretical Background  

2.1 Ecological Perspective on Coaching 

In recent years, the field of sports science has been enriched by scholars who adopt an ecological 

view of expertise development in sports (i.e. Woods & al. 2019; Ramos & al., 2020; Zahno & Hoss-

ner, 2022). At the heart of the ecological dynamics perspective is the interconnected nature be-

tween the individual and performance environment (Davids, Button & Bennett, 2008, 28). The key 

theoretical pillars that inform this concept are derived from ecological psychology (Bernstein, 1967; 

Warren, 2006) and complex systems theory (Clarke & Crossland, 1985). In sports, athletes and 

teams are recognised as adaptive complex systems (Rickles, Hawe & Shell, 2007; 933) that are 

continuously evolving to satisfy contextual demands of performance environment (Araujo & Davids, 

2011, 16-17). For example, the decision making of a ball carrier in the invasion game is dependent 

on numerous variables (constraints) that include the positioning of the opponents, availability of 

teammates, technical repertoire of the ball carrier, level of fatigue and/or score of the game. The 

decision is then the based on the affordances (opportunities for actions) that the ball carrier is able 

to detect and exploit.  

The ecological understanding of sports could be then further explained through Gibson’s (1979) 

theory of affordances and Newell’s (1986) constraint theory. These two theories have been utilised 

to inform the work of scholars in the fields of skill acquisition (Davids & al., 2013), sports science 

(Glazier, 2017), pedagogy (Chow, 2011; 2016) and coaching (O’Sullivan & al., 2021; Woods & al., 

2020). Renshaw & al., (2019, 14) defines constraints as boundaries imposed on a performer within 

which one explores functional movement patterns afforded by the environment, where movement 

pattern is classified as functional or dysfunctional based on the attainment of the desired intention 

of the individual. According to Newell (1986, 348) constraints are broken down into three catego-

ries – organismic, environmental and task-specific. Organismic (or performer) constraints refer to 

the physical and psychological characteristics of an individual, environmental constraints resemble 

tangible (i.e. humidity, temperature, lighting) and non-tangible (i.e. values, cultures) properties, 

and, lastly, task constraints refer to the design of the training sessions (Button, 2020, 36-37). In the 

sports context, it could be argued that coaches have limited impact on the first two types of con-

straints as those are bounded by other components of complex system (i.e. biological maturation, 

global trends in sports culture, etc.). Nevertheless, sports coaches have a considerable amount of 

influence on the task constraints, which have a significant impact on the behaviour of the athletes, 

as they shape the immediate (training) environment around them. Through intentional constraint 

manipulation coaches may guide the attention of the individual to search for available affordances 

to deploy idiosyncratic movement solutions (Gibson 2000, 33; Renshaw & al., 2019, 77). Examples 
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of different constraints in training session design could be the use of modified equipment (Buszard, 

Reid & Farrow, 2022, 455), playing area or number of players (Correia & al., 2012, 245; Woods & 

al., 2019, 320), and integration of representative visual cues (Pinder, Renshaw & Davids, 2009, 

470; Pinder & al., 2011, 795). While each of the constraints resemble unique properties, they do 

not act in isolation, but rather closely interlinked and have a nonlinear relationship (Glazier, 2017, 

4). The perception-action coupling is guiding the recognition and selection of the affordances to act 

upon (Renshaw, 2019, 18). Value-directedness and motor capabilities of an individual are then af-

fecting the selection of the action based on the situational and contextual demands that are cultur-

ally bounded (Vaughan & al., 2021, 7).  

Considering the impact of socio-cultural constraints on motor skill acquisition, the attention of the 

scholars was dedicated to studying the impact of these contextual properties on the selection of 

the movement strategies of individuals (Rothwell, Stone & Davids, 2019, 243). Thus, a bioecologi-

cal model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1999; 2005) has been utilized to study the im-

pact of social ecology on talent development pathways (i.e. Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017). The 

theory points out the importance of the environment in shaping the development pathways of hu-

man beings as we are embedded in the complex interaction of numerous social and cultural con-

texts in which we are situated that are continuously evolving over time (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, 7). 

The contexts are referred to as systems – micro-system is the immediate environment (i.e. sports 

team), meso-system contains the interaction of two or more micro-systems (i.e. family and sport 

club), exo-system has properties of socio-cultural context around the person (i.e. city or country) 

and macro-system that overrides the general socio-historic trends of the society (i.e. political views 

or economic systems; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, 796).  

Let’s now consider some examples. Uehara & al. (2016, 9; 2018, 174; 2021, 11) has shed light on 

the impact of the socio-cultural, economic and historic factors on the development of such flamboy-

ant football culture in Brazil that leaves spectators in awe every time when the Brazilian national 

team is performing on the international stage. Movement cultures of capoeira and samba, that are 

then paired with notions of malandro (being ‘street smart’ or cunning) ginga (direct translation as 

‘sway’, which resembles creative dribbling and juggling of the ball) and pelada (pick up football), 

leave a mark on individual’s perceptions of good movement (Uehara & al., 2021, 3). While narrow 

streets of the urban cities in South America require players to utilise skilled actions and short pass-

ing sequences in order to outplay the opposition and, thus, avoid the long and high passes that are 

afforded by spacious fields in northern Europe (Wilson, 2013, 128). Also, within the same sport 

Vaughan & al. (2019, 4; 2021, 10; 2022, 9) has been examining the impact of the environmental 

constraints and path dependencies in the talent development pathway of players in Stockholm 

(Sweden), where the national culture, global trends and club’s vision of the sport are continuously 
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contesting the value-directedness of an individual between competition and collaboration. Never-

theless, while these examples come from football other sports haven’t been far behind from high-

lighting the impact of socio-cultural constraints on talent development, where Henkrisen, Stam-

bulova & Roessler (2010a,b; 2011) studied the environments of the successful Scandinavian clubs 

in kayaking, sailing and track & field, and O’Sullivan, Bespomoshchnov & Mallet (2021) and 

Røsten & al. (2023) presented case studies of talent development (i.e. social constraints that pro-

moted sports in Soviet Union) and identification (i.e. cultural perceptions of talented athletes in Nor-

way) in ice hockey. Thus, the rationale above encourages sports coaches to be mindful of the im-

pact of the environment in which they and their athletes are situated as the knowledge of the subtle 

details of the particular culture (i.e. sport, region, country) may positively contribute to the effective-

ness of the design of the training sessions that are going to accommodate idiosyncratic tendencies 

of the athletes.  

2.2 Coach Effectiveness 

The emphasis on the importance of coaching context then further resonates with a one of the most 

cited works in the field of sports coaching by Côté & Gilbert’s (2009) on the conceptualisation of 

coaching effectiveness. The authors have defined it as ‘the consistent application of integrated pro-

fessional, interpersonal and intrapersonal knowledge to improve athletes’ competence, confidence, 

connection and character in specific coaching contexts” (p. 316). It is evident that the definition is 

comprised of numerous building blocks that together encapsulate this concept – coach’s 

knowledge, athlete outcomes and coaching context. 

The coach’s knowledge is then further broken down into three components – interpersonal, in-

trapersonal and professional (Côté & Gilbert’s 2009, 309). Interpersonal knowledge is recognized 

as the ability of the coach to communicate and interact with individuals and groups of stakeholders 

involved in sports (i.e. staff members, administrators, athletes, parents, etc.). It is then followed by 

the intrapersonal knowledge or one’s ability evaluate own actions through self-reflection. Lastly, 

authors define professional knowledge as sport-specific expertise when it comes to training and 

performance practices. Athlete outcomes are comprised of the competence (performance in the 

particular sport), confidence (positive self-esteem), connection (relationships with teammates) and 

character (engaging in prosocial behaviour; Côté & Gilbert’s 2009, 312-313). Lastly, the work of 

Côté & al. (2007, 10-13) has been utilized to differentiate between four different coaching contexts 

– participation coaches for children, participation coaches for adolescents and adults, performance 

coaches for young adolescents and performance coaches for older adolescents and adults. Each 

of the context has its own domain specific needs and demands that require coaches to adopt their 

practices in order to achieve desired learning and performance outcomes. 
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While Côté & Gilbert’s (2009) conceptualisation of coaching effectiveness offers elegant simplicity 

of the concept, Lyle (2021) generated further discussion to highlight the challenges of defining 

such complex phenomenon as it would “most appropriately understood as a contextualized and 

layered concept” (p. 273). In his work, the author is further discussing the role of the coaching con-

text and the impact of the wider socio-cultural environment that is surrounding the sport, which of-

ten drives the expectations (e.g. performance outcomes) that are then defining the ‘effectiveness’ 

of the work of the coach that are at times could be driven by motivations that could be contrasting 

to the ones of the coach (e.g. development objectives; Lyle, 2021, 272). Indeed, the ecology of 

high-performance sports setting is likely to resemble different needs and demands compared to the 

participation domain (Barker & al., 2014, 6; Szathmári, & Kocsis, 2022, 5). The predominant culture 

of professional sports is situated around wins and medals as a quality criteria upon which coaches 

are being evaluated on the effectiveness of their work and at times these practices are being trans-

ferred to junior sports organisations (Cushion & Jones, 2012, 294). However, Lara-Bercial & Mal-

lett’s (2016) research on serial winning coaches has highlighted that despite the pressures of the 

outcome driven environment, high-performance coaches expressed a key operational principle - 

driven benevolence that authors have defined as “the purposeful and determined pursuit of excel-

lence that hinges on an enduring and balanced desire to considerately support oneself and others” 

(p. 237). 

It is also important to acknowledge other scholars who put forward their ideas regarding this quest 

for definition of coaching effectiveness. While there are numerous aspects of these definitions that 

highlight the unique disciplinary lens through which authors have been approaching this concept 

(i.e. Jowett, 2017; Rylander, 2016; Santos & al., 2019), yet the importance of the context, relation-

ship building with others and pragmatic actions to foster outcomes that are appropriate for a partic-

ular setting are the overlapping components that seem to have interdisciplinary support (Horn, 

2008, 262; Nash & Mallett, 2019, 110). Thus, taking into account that national and sports culture 

plays a crucial role in shaping coaching practice, the following sections are going to address the 

concepts that are going to explore the processes that coaches undergo when moving to another 

culture and skills necessary to work effectively across cultures. 

2.3 Acculturation in Sports 

Acculturation is a term that is derived from cross-cultural psychology (Berry, 1997, 6). Chirkov 

(2009, 98) points out that the term could be dated to as early as work of Redfield, Linton & Her-

skovits (1936) from the field of anthropology that defined acculturation as an inquiry that “compre-

hends those phenomena which result when groups of individuals having different cultures come 

into continuous first-hand contact, with subsequent changes in the original culture patterns of either 
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or both groups’’ (p. 149). The process of change requires an individual to adopt his/her cognitive 

(i.e. emotions and thoughts) and behavioural (social relationships) patterns when being exposed to 

a foreign environment (Brow & Strachan, 2022, 134; Schinke & McGannon, 2014, 68). Ryba & al., 

(2018, 10) recognised the need for researchers to keep in mind an important aspect of terminology 

when conducting studies regarding sports migration. While the authors refer to athletes, the termi-

nology is likely to be applicable to coaching population. Namely, mobility refers to a temporary relo-

cation, migration is recognised as long-term transition. In addition, Ryba & al., (2018) point out that 

the motivation of settlement in a new country is characterising immigrant athletes (coaches), while 

the transnational athletes (coaches) engage in “travelling back and forth from their origin, con-

structing their careers through across-borders practices and, thus, undergoing cyclic acculturation 

processes” (p.10). 

The acculturation research in sports has utilised the framework of Berry (1997; 2005) as a frame of 

reference to study the experiences of migrant athletes (i.e. Battochio & al., 2013; Kontos, 2009; 

Ryba & al., 2012; Schinke & McGannon, 2014) and coaches (i.e. Hall & al., 2021; Schinke & al., 

2015; 2013). At the core of the framework is the interplay between retention of the cultural prac-

tices of origin and the acquisition of the cultural elements of the new environment. Berry (1997) 

identifies four key strategies of acculturation that individuals adopt when interacting with a foreign 

culture (See Figure 1). The first two strategies are mutually exclusive and reside on two different 

ends of the spectrum, where assimilation occurs when an individual adopts the norms, values, and 

practices of the new culture, and rejects their own cultural identity, while separation requires the 

individuals to maintain their own cultural identity and reject the norms, values, and practices of the 

new culture (Berry, 1997, 9). The two strategies require an individual to lean to either side, which 

may in turn cause a considerable amount of stress that is also shared when one is experiencing 

marginalization (i.e. both own and new cultures’s identities are rejected by the individual) which fa-

cilitates exclusion and discrimination within the host society and loss of identity (Berry, 2005, 705). 

Yet, the integration is the most desired form of acculturation when an individual maintains their own 

cultural identity, but also adopts the norms, values, and practices of the new culture, which is then 

facilitating positive psychological outcomes. Nevertheless, Berry (1991, 31; 1997, 19; 2005, 707) 

highlights that integration can be successful only if the receiving society has a potential for multi-

cultural interaction where foreign views, values or practices are accepted. 
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Figure 1. Berry’s (1997) Acculturation Strategies 

There are also a number of authors that have been studying the perspectives of coaches abroad 

yet not explicitly using these acculturation strategies as a frame of reference. The studies that com-

pare contrasting cultural values vividly illustrate the challenges that coaches undergo in order to 

situate themselves in the new civil life environment, facilitate relationships with athletes and admin-

istrators to achieve desired performance outcomes. Studies on the Chinese coaches that migrated 

to Western countries showcased how the cultural emphasis on high-performance sport from as 

early as middle school affects their perception of effective coaching practices (Lenartowicz, 2023, 

47; Tao & al., 2019, 3). Similarly, the coaches from Soviet Union who migrated to New Zealand 

and Canada faced challenges to navigate through the culture landscape of sports in those coun-

tries, where the differences were emerging from the perception of the sport by the society, attitudes 

of athletes towards training, relationships with club administrators and sports governing bodies 

(Kerr & Moore, 2015, 193; Schinke & al., 2013, 1685). Nevertheless, overtime, the majority 

coaches were able to adopt the ways of being and practicing their craft to match the socio-cultural 

demands of each of the environments (Kerr & Moore, 2015, 192; Tao & al., 2019, 2), while others 

remained resistant which led to negative personal experience and athlete outcomes (Borges & al., 

2015, 14; Lenartowicz, 2023, 51).  

Hereby, the responsibility to successfully manage the relationship between foreign coaches and 

organizations/athletes is a two-way street, where each of the parties is responsible to “keep 
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reminding themselves to be flexible and open to innovation and learning” (Tao & al., 2019, p. 13). 

A case study on rugby coaches that were managing multinational teams has highlighted that suc-

cessful coaches were deliberately employing proactive strategies to help themselves and their ath-

letes to integrate into the new environment (Hall & al., 2021). Yet, without exposure to international 

experience of living or working abroad, the coaches are limited in their toolkit when working with 

multi-cultural teams in mono- or multi-cultural settings (Borges & al., 2022, 8; Şahin & Gürbüz, 

2014, 406; Engle & Crowne, 2014; 41).  

2.4 Culture Competence and Intercultural Effectiveness 

Both concepts are comprising a set of qualities that are inter-related, and it would be hard to sepa-

rate them into two distinct subsections. Each has a strong presence in the literature within the 

fields of medicine (Matthews & al., 2021), business (Hofstede, 2009), military leadership (Abbe & 

Halpin, 2009) and education (Keengwe, 2010). Nevertheless, to this day researchers in sport 

coaching and coach development haven’t yet explicitly adopted these concepts despite the implicit 

and explicit calls for the recognition of the importance of culture competence in coaching context 

(i.e. Borges & al., 2022; Woodburn, Bespomoshchnov, & Saarinen, 2023). Prior to reviewing these 

concepts, I would like to make an attempt to define the term culture and how it is going to be used 

throughout this project. Chirkov (2009) pointed out that at times authors seem to overlook the defi-

nition and properties of a particular environment when conducting acculturation research and in 

their work “there is no culture in the studies on the psychology of acculturation” (p. 99). 

In the extensive review of culture in sports psychology research Ronkainen & Blodgett (2020) 

adopted the definition of culture by Berry & al., (2011) as the “shared way of life of a group of peo-

ple” (p. 4). By taking into account this definition, culture could be recognised through numerous 

contexts (i.e. nation, region, sport, team, etc.) and be enacted in a form of values, symbols, beliefs 

and behaviours as “culture does provide demand characteristics and display rules for the behav-

ioural expression” (McAdams & Pals, 2006, p. 211). The scholars in sports science who adopt an 

ecological lens (i.e. Rothewell, Davids & Stone, 2018; Vaughan & al., 2022) have utilised the term 

form of life that was put forward by a German philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1953) who eluci-

dates it as “behaviours, skills, capacities, attitudes, values, beliefs, practices, and customs that 

shape the communities we live in” (Rothwell & al., 2018, p. 2). Therefore, culture could be consid-

ered as a multi-layered concept, and it might potentially explain why some authors tend to utilize 

the metaphor of iceberg when they write about culture to highlight the visible (i.e. artifacts or be-

haviour) and invisible (i.e. values and motivations) characteristics that cultures resemble (e.g. 

Schein, 1990; Hall, 1989). Also, the personality of an individual resembles similar qualities where 

the interplay between evolutionary based, culturally bounded and situationally dependent 
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characteristics that have an impact on the selection of values an individual chooses to embody and 

enact in their behaviour (McAdams & Pals, 2006, 210; Schwartz, 2012, 4). Nevertheless, an im-

portant factor that is absent from the iceberg metaphor is the evolution of culture (and personality) 

as it is always in a dynamic state and changes over time (Schein, 1990, 4; 2010, 273). 

Consequently, getting an insight into the how a given culture affects one’s ways of being may give 

an advantage for a sports practitioner when working with colleagues or athletes from different cul-

tures. There have been numerous definitions of culture competence from different fields (i.e. Aliza-

deh & Chavan, 2016; Brottman & al. 2020; Campinha-Becote, 2002; Gallegos, Tindall, & Gallegos, 

2018) and Stevens & al. (2018) highlighted that the majority share in common the “need to under-

stand one’s own culture, an awareness of cultural differences, and an understanding that there is 

also likely a wide variation among individuals within a given culture” (p.651). In other words, culture 

competence implies sensitivity and awareness of cultural diversity, where intercultural effective-

ness is the successful integration of culture competence into your actions in order to achieve the 

desired outcome when working with others.  

To further illustrate the relationship between these two concepts lets turn to the framework put for-

ward by Abbe, Gulick & Herman (2007, 3) that captures the interplay between culture competence 

and intercultural effectiveness and identifies the complimentary components that impact those 

(See Figure 2). The model consists of three components that are interrelated. Antecedent variables 

refer to the individual’s make up and upbringing, where cross-cultural competence is comprised of 

three components – Knowledge (knowledge of the cultural practices of a particular social group), 

Affect/Motivation (empathy to others and desire to adopt own cultural biases) and Skills (interaction 

with others, communication and flexibility). Regional knowledge and language are recognised as 

valuable assets, yet not as sole predictors of success when working abroad as the prerequisites to 

the cultural knowledge acquisition and its application is the curiosity of the individual, affection and 

the openness to the diversity (Chiu et al., 2013, 844; Deardorff, 2006, 252). Thus, our personal 

agency plays a crucial role in being successful when working in multi-cultural settings. The intercul-

tural effectiveness in this model strongly resembles the qualities of Côté & Gilbert’s (2009) triad of 

knowledge, where the application of culture competence is manifested in job setting (professional 

knowledge), personal adjustment (intrapersonal knowledge) and interpersonal relationships (inter-

personal knowledge).  
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Figure 2. Abbe & al., (2007) general framework for cross-cultural competence. 



12 

 

3 Methods 

3.1 Objectives and Research Questions 

The objectives of this thesis are formulated through a pragmatic lens. The first objective is to pro-

vide insights into the experiences of Finnish high-performance coaches from the trenches of ice 

hockey arenas around the globe. There have been numerous publications that explored the experi-

ences of transnational ice hockey athletes (i.e. Elliot & Maguire, 2008; Maguire, 1996; Schinke et 

al., 2007; Battochio & al., 2013), yet there is limited research that examining the experiences of the 

coaches in this sport. The second objective of this work is to offer practical tools for coaches who 

are working abroad to effectively manage acculturation and facilitate effective performance prepa-

ration practices. The following research questions guided this work: (1) What were the strategies 

that coaches deployed to prepare to work abroad and why?; (2) How did the coaches negotiate 

and manage their acculturation and coaching practice when encountering challenges in new 

coaching environment? (3) What were key learnings after spending numerous seasons working in 

a foreign cultural setting?. By answering these research questions, it would be possible to further 

enrich the toolkit of strategies that coaches and coach developers may use to work effectively in 

international environments. 

3.2 Philosophical assumptions and methodological considerations 

While sports science has largely been dominated by the traditional research methods that are 

rooted in positivist paradigm (Kaag, 2015, 208), this project requires us to go beyond the assump-

tions of the ‘single true reality’ that could be captured solely by quantitative methods of research 

(Guba, 1990, 20). Considering the research questions that were posed by this project, an interpre-

tivist paradigm has been chosen (Tamminen & Poucher, 2020, 542). Interpretivist researchers rec-

ognise that the reality cannot exist independently from the participants and that one’s interaction 

with the world and others shapes one’s interpretations and meaning of it (Scotland, 2012, 11). 

Thus, I am going to adopt constructionist epistemology (i.e. ways of knowing) and relativist ontol-

ogy (i.e. nature of reality; Creswell, 2014, 38). Relativist ontology implies that “realities exist in a 

form of multiple mental constructions, socially and experientially based, local and specific, depend-

ent for their form and content of the persons who hold them” (Guba, 1990, p.27). When it comes to 

the epistemology, constructionism is at times interchangeably used with constructivism, and while 

both may resemble linguistic similarities, they do not share similarity in their epistemological be-

liefs. Individual agency is at the heart of constructivist view of knowledge construction (Zajda, 

2018, 72), yet constructionism is taking into account the social nature of knowledge due to the nu-

merous social contexts and relationships that do not simply allow someone to discover the 

knowledge in isolation but instead collectively create it in collaboration with others (Packer and 
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Goicoechea, 2000, 229). Thus, in the light of the dynamic nature of the globalisations across nu-

merous disciplines of our lives (Risse, 2007, 127) and the scope of this project constructionist epis-

temology may further advance our understanding of international reality (Hyde, 2020, 135). 

The philosophical assumptions are then further informing the design and selection of research 

methods. Hereby, a case study design was adopted to the phenomenon of interest as it allows 

“…to gain a deep holistic view of the research problem” (Baškarada, 2014, p.1), which is going to 

take into account the contextual conditions, in which the phenomenon is taking place (Yin, 2009, 

18). This case study shares instrumental (i.e. provide insights to inform theory – acculturation of 

sports coaches) and intrinsic (i.e. particular unique phenomenon – Finnish high-performance ice 

hockey coaches; Stake, 1995, 3) characteristics with the intention of this inquiry to benefit specific 

audiences (i.e. coaches, administrators, coach developers) to further inform their practice (Stake, 

1978, 5). Qualitative methods of data collection and analysis have been chosen as those are com-

monly used to gain an in-depth understanding of human experiences, behaviours and social phe-

nomena (cultures, attitudes, beliefs; Sparkes & Smith, 2014, 14). Qualitative approach to investiga-

tion of the phenomena can provide the needed rich and comprehensive description of the issues 

under the investigation within the cultural psychology that quantitative methods and the positivist 

lens fails to deliver due to the intentions to predict the behaviours, while qualitative inquiry aims to 

understand it (Chirkov, 2009, 97).  

Quantitative research methods are largely based around the quality criteria of validity and reliabil-

ity, where statistical methods offer a useful mode of quality monitoring (Johnson & Christensen, 

2004, 78). Yet, while it is challenging to transfer quantitative measures of quality to qualitative re-

search, there are other measures of quality that researchers may utilise to promote rigor when un-

dertaking qualitative inquiry. The work of Sarah Tracy (2010) that conceptualised “eight universal 

hallmarks for high quality qualitative methods across paradigms” (p. 837; italics in original) has 

been used in order to guide methodological decisions of this project. The eight hallmarks are: wor-

thy topic, rich rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution, ethics, and meaningful 

coherence. Worthy topic requires researchers to engage with work that is uncovering something 

that hasn’t been known before or has access to contexts that might have been overlooked. Rich 

rigor is challenging the researchers to collect an abundant amount of data, be transparent with the 

methods used to collect and analyse (Smith & McGannon, 2018, 18). Sincerity of the researcher 

refers to the openness about potential biases and being frank about their impact on the research 

process (Morse, 2015, 1215). Credibility of the study is measured through the thick description of a 

particular behaviour in context with “enough detail that readers may come to their own conclusions” 

(Tracy, 2010, p.843), which could be done through multivocality (i.e. numerous views are acknowl-

edged; Tracy, 2010, 844), member-checking (i.e. participants review the work to validate the 
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interpretations; Brit & al., 2016, 1803), and/or triangulation (i.e. diversity in theories and/or 

sources/types of data collected; Tobin & Begley, 2004, 392). Resonance and significant contribu-

tion refer to the transferability of the findings to other contexts and can help improve practice in the 

field (Morse, 2015, 1213). Ethical considerations when working with human participants in this pro-

ject were aligned with the guidelines of Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK that 

were approved on 7th of May 2019. Lastly, meaningful coherence encapsulates the alignment of 

the work with the objectives, review of the literature and methodological considerations that even-

tually achieve the stated purpose (Tracy, 2010, 848). 

3.3 Participants 

Purposeful sampling has been used in this project to identify the individuals that would be “espe-

cially knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest” (Palinkas & al., 2013, 

p.534) The recruitment of participants was carried out via phone, text message and email. The cri-

teria of importance included Finnish citizenship, experience of coaching on professional level in 

Finland and abroad. The total sample of this study was consisting of 14 participants. The coaches 

of the sample have been rather experienced (M = 22.4, SD = 10.3) with considerable number of 

years spent abroad (M = 7.8, SD = 5.1). The foreign countries in which coaches worked included 

Sweden, Slovakia, Austria, England, Switzerland, Poland, Italy, Russia, United States, Germany 

and Slovenia. To protect the identity of the participants, the responses were anonymised, and the 

participants are going to be referred to by pseudonyms throughout this text. 

3.4 Data collection 

Semi-structured interview was chosen as a method of data-collection. The advantage of this 

method is that it offers a flexibility for the researcher to collect an in-depth insight into the experi-

ence of the participants (Sparkes & Smith, 2014, 84), which might explain its overrepresentation in 

sports psychology research (McGannon & al., 2017, 9). When a researcher is conducting a semi-

structured interview he or she has a script that provides structure to the conversation and keeps 

the topics of interest covered, yet it does not limit the use of the prompts in order to further expand 

a particular topic within the interview process (Smith & Sparkes, 2016, 105).  

Two interviews were conducted in person, one over the phone and the rest (n = 11) were carried 

out using the video communication platform Zoom. It was a convenient method as the majority of 

the coaches at the moment of the interview have been working abroad. After the consent for the 

interview was received, the participants were invited to a virtual meeting space to record the inter-

view. The interviews were conducted in two languages – Finnish and English. The average length 
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of the interview was 42 minutes (SD = 11). The recordings and transcripts of the interviews were 

stored on the password protected cloud platform. 

3.5 Data analysis 

The audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and anonymised to protect participant’s identities. 

The author has re-listened audio recordings and re-read the transcripts of interviews numerous 

times in order to familiarize with the data prior to proceeding to further analysis. Abductive reason-

ing was utilized in order to organize data, where both inductive (bottom-up) and deductive (top-

down) approaches have been used (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014, 54). The guidelines that were 

put forward by Ryba & al., (2018; 2016) and research questions were utilized to deductively organ-

ise and categorise data into three higher-order themes (See Table 1).  

Once the data was organised into the three big categories an inductive analysis was carried out to 

generate lower-order themes. The author carried out coding of key ideas and concepts that were 

then reviewed and grouped into lower-order themes (Clarke & Braun, 2013, 225). The codes and 

lower-order themes were examined by critical friends (i.e. colleagues) to offer feedback, contest 

meanings and offer alternative interpretations of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 590; Norris, 1997, 

174;). Such practice is essential for the reflexive thematic analysis (TA) as it “is the product of deep 

and prolonged data immersion, thoughtfulness and reflection, something that is active and genera-

tive” (Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 591).  

The author spent over a decade in Finnish ice hockey context in various roles including three years 

as a player, four years as a coach and three years as a coach developer. Thus, as a researcher he 

occupies the space in the middle of the insider-outsider continuum (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, 60) and 

his assumptions, biases, and interpretations of data were actively reflected and reviewed to mini-

mize potential biases and enhance the rigor of the analysis. The colleagues who were insiders 

(Greene, 2014, 2) with extensive experience in Finnish ice hockey, coaching, and coach develop-

ment engaged in iterative peer review of this manuscript to critically examine the interpretations 

and conclusions drawn from the data. Within reflexive TA the subjectivity of additional voices in 

data analysis is seen as “a valuable resource that can be tapped to illuminate both the phenome-

non under investigation and to situate research design and practices more generally” (Gough & 

Madill, 2012, p. 382).  
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  Table 1. Higher and Lower Order Themes 

Higher order themes Lower order themes 

Pre-Transition Learning as outsider 

Learning as partial insider 

Acculturation Power structures 

Sports contexts 

Evolving identity 

Lessons Knowing where you are going 

Choosing your attitude 



17 

 

4 Results 

The results section is going to be presented through three sub-sections that are named after the 

higher-order themes – Pre-Transition, Acculturation and Lessons. The first one captures the jour-

ney of the coach which starts with the deliberate planning prior to the arrival at the new destination. 

Acculturation is introducing the experiences of coaches when navigating through the new cultural 

landscape. The last section captures the best practices and advises from the participants for cur-

rent and forthcoming transnational practitioners.  

4.1 Pre-Transition – Coming to know. 

The following two lower order themes illuminate the experiences that have been shared by 

coaches and strategies they adopted to proactively get to know the foreign work environment. The 

first lower-order theme is going to shed light on the experience of coaches that moved directly from 

Finland to the foreign country in the head coaching role or were not acquainted with the country 

beforehand. Whereas the second lower-order theme represents episodes when coaches have 

been working abroad in assistant positions or spent time in the country earlier.  

4.1.1 Learning as an outsider – In search of knowing. 

When you are abroad and cannot physically be present in a foreign country, there is only so much 

that one can do in order to get to know the new environment and prepare to work effectively there. 

Fortunately, the resources online are at anyone’s service and coaches did not shy away from 

them. Particularly the available videos of the games of the future team have been used as a frame 

of reference.  

“As the first foreign coach I analysed the games of my future team very carefully. I 

watched everything, how they attacked, how they defended, how they pressured, 

how they would play as individuals, how did the tactics change, if they did, when play-

ing different opponents. I looked at all those things very carefully and then started to 

take the pieces that I think we needed to succeed in international hockey arena.” 

(Coach 3) 

While Coach 5 has utilised the web resources to study club’s history “...I a little bit looked at team 

history from Wikipedia to learn couple of things because I had interviews with their management 

and I wanted to show that I am acquainted with their organisation”. Coach 7 preferred to take a 

precise look at player personnel and study the roster of the team “…I wanted to see the history of 

players. Where they played and what was their background, how many points they had, under 
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what coach they played and so on”. The last part of the quote is then guiding to the next method 

that coaches utilized in order to learn more about the foreign environment.  

In addition to the online tools all coaches utilized the existing network of friends and colleagues in 

order to gain insights and learn from someone who worked or played in a particular country. Coach 

1 has stated that “I tried calling here and there and ask who knows what, and whether anyone 

knows someone who could help me to get to know the country and the sport there”. Coach 13 has 

utilised a friend from his playing days to learn about the country “…a friend of mine played there 

[Switzerland] and he gave me good pointers on what to expect and what things I had to keep in 

mind”. The other coach has mentioned that he asked his family members, as they lived in the 

country earlier, which helped him to shape the understanding of the broader context that goes be-

yond the sports considerations. 

“…the first thing was that of course I wanted to know how the league is, what has 

happened in the in the past like recent history of the league, what kind of teams there 

are and of course, like the country itself [Switzerland]. I have lived there when I was 

one year old. I don't remember anything from it, but my parents lived there one year 

and I asked them about Swiss mentality. Also, we have friends who have lived in 

Switzerland, and I talked to many of them about the culture and the people.”     

(Coach 5) 

Coach 6 has commented that one of his colleagues had the cultural background of the country in 

which he is going to be working and knew the language, which was an asset in preparation phase 

to establish clarity. 

“…[name] helped me to translate the boards with my values and game principles. It 

was a big help because comes this language dilemma. For me to take the coaching 

forward, I had to have clear boards that we made, where we have a really clear and 

simple game system, like in a way big principles that need to be shown in the game 

and the values that were required for everyone.” 

Yet, many have mentioned that it is extremely hard to learn the ways of being in a foreign country 

without living there as you are missing the first-hand look at the traditions and practices that other 

culture exercises. 

“I have been in international competition myself [coaching junior and senior national teams] 

as well as lived abroad and in terms of my own development the experience of being able 

to work in these [different] cultures and to see why they did things the way they do and the 

way they don't. You can't understand it from the outside by reading a book or something 
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like that, of course you can get some understanding but only if you get inside you can truly 

learn.” (Coach 6) 

4.1.2 Learning as partial insider – Insights from within. 

Many coaches reported that spending time in the host country and working there had a great num-

ber of benefits that they utilised as a part of their preparation phase. Specifically, the experience of 

being an assistant coach was pointed out as a steppingstone towards cultural competence as it 

does not place a considerable amount of stress on the individual.  

“When I first moved to the foreign culture, I was an assistant coach and everything was done 

under his guidance. Yet, after few years when I was offered a head coach position, I was 

able to take that challenge with the knowledge that I was able to acquire by jumping into the 

deep end and experiencing the culture from the inside. Things like getting to know the peo-

ple, what do the players buy and not buy, and also learning the language, and I had a book 

that I was reading but you can’t learn these things by reading you need to get out and start 

getting to know others.” (Coach 8) 

When he was asked later in the interview whether he could prepare for this job without this experi-

ence he replied “No way…If I would not have had this experience. I think I would have overreacted 

many times and, who knows what might have been the consequences of my actions”. Many 

coaches deliberately paid attention to behaviours of others around them in various situations to 

learn about the new people around them (i.e. colleagues, players, other staff members, etc.) and it 

was expressed by Coach 9 as “How do people in that culture react when things are going well? 

How do you treat them? How are they behaving when things go badly? What happens then? You 

have to see all these things with your eyes and experience them”. Another perspective of a coach 

has showcased his multi-cultural background as an advantage “…spending the time abroad and 

being raised in an international family helped better understand the motivations and values that 

other cultures embody and I guess that’s why when I go to coach in Europe I feel like a fish in the 

water, I am comfortable working with others who come from different culture” (Coach 12).  

Coach 5 has highlighted that experience in the league has helped him to make decisions regarding 

the roster “...when I was given an opportunity to become the head coach position in the [club] I 

knew some of the players as I have played against them. I had a look at their statistics and so on 

to refresh my memory. Yet, despite my biases about their performance in the past, I still wanted 

them to show me what they got and how they changed, if they did, over the years…”. In addition, 

many coaches highlighted the valuable experience of working in the system of the national team as 
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it offered an abundance of opportunities to watch the games in many leagues to become ac-

quainted with different cultures. 

“…when you work with the national team you have a bit more time to follow [watch 

and visit] the games of other leagues than if you are a part of a club team. You get to 

know the leagues, players and coaches. Especially if you played or coached before in 

a certain club you tend to follow how things are there a little bit even through you 

wouldn’t be working in that league.” (Coach 14) 

4.2 Acculturation – Attuning the identity and practice.  

The first lower-order theme captures the considerations that coaches had to take into account in 

cultures that have a different heritage of leadership practices compared to Finland when interacting 

with administrators of the club or players. The second theme has been centred around the sports 

component (ice hockey) in a particular country and how it affected their work. Lastly, the third 

theme has brought forward the moments of personal growth that coaches outlined as a result of 

acculturation in a foreign country. 

4.2.1 Power structures – Managing up and down. 

The coaches who worked in Slovakia, Czechia, Slovenia and Russia highlight the contrasting role 

of the coach and athletes compared to Finland. The hierarchical understanding of the relationship 

between coaches and athlete did not challenge the coaches to find ways to establish their coach-

ing practice as Coach 1 pointed out that “It was really easy for me to get the respect and authority. 

I did not have to battle for acceptance by the group. They respected my views and it was easy to 

sell my ideas”. Similarly, Coach 3 has quipped that “I really liked the Slovakian players, the type of 

playing style, and they were very humble and ready to work and ready to listen”. While such power 

distance might ease the buy in, at times, it creates challenges for the Finnish coaches as they are 

used to a two-way communication with their athletes. Coach 1 shared his experience of working in 

the environment that echoed the Communist regimes in Eastern European countries. 

“I saw strong heritage of authoritarian coaching. I was asking player’s opinions on certain 

matters like what options he sees in this game situation or how does he feel after the game 

and he said to me that ‘I don’t really know, I have never been asked these questions be-

fore, so I don’t know what I should answer’. Over the years they began to communicate 

more freely yet, I could still feel that they were afraid to do or say something silly or funny 

as they were afraid that I am going to punish them.” 
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Also, Coach 6 has highlighted that despite Finnish leadership has a legacy of authoritarian coach-

ing approach it has been rapidly evolving “…when I started coaching in Russia, I felt that I went 20 

or 30 years back in time. In Finland we coached in a hierarchical manner – I tell you what to do and 

that’s it. But its different nowadays. Certainly, there are authoritarian coaches but there is more dia-

logue than monologue nowadays…”. Furthermore, there was a pushback from the management of 

the club when Coach 6 was attempting to integrate athletes into coaching process “…it was then 

after pre-season when the club administrator came to me and said that you can’t talk to players in-

dividually as it is unfair to the rest of the team as you don’t share this knowledge with others..”. 

Later in the interview, he has further reflected that “…I guess that’s the culture there, as a coach 

you are required to have tough discipline, have to share the same knowledge to everyone and 

have the same standards, which you demand from every player on the team”.  

In central Europe such power distance is exercised in the culture outside the ice rink setting and 

coaches noticed that when their kids went to school “…especially when you go to German speak-

ing school you have to address the teacher by Herr and they learn it from the young age to operate 

with respect to authority” and it is then translated to ice hockey setting “…in Switzerland they called 

me ‘Hey Coach!’ I said that ‘hey, I am not [profanity] Coach, I am [name], please call me [name]” 

(Coach 8). It was unusual for Finnish coaches to be addressed in such manner to avoid creating 

distance between players that might create the unwanted barriers for coaches to get to know their 

athletes. 

“…when I joined [team] they addressed me Mr. [last name] and I said to them, please 

never ever call me that and when athletes see that you come down from the level of 

being ‘Mister’ you get a little bit different level of connection when they relax a little bit 

and get comfortable. They have always been told what do to from the up top. It 

doesn't matter if it's school or whatever and it's just about results, results….that’s all. 

And when you play that down with the players than you get nice feedback from 

them.” (Coach 14).  

The relationship between coaches and management of the club also varied. After spending numer-

ous years in Finland, the coaches were used to ways of the native environment, which was differ-

ent in the new host country and Coach 5 expressed it as “…our ways of being are more direct and 

honest. I noticed that it could be at times scary for others [people from different country] when I am 

being upright and straight to the point as its different here [Austria] because usually in first 30 

minutes of the meeting nothing is happening just discussion and nobody is addressing any prob-

lems that we were supposed to discuss”. The other issue was the strong hierarchy of the culture 

that was reflected when decisions had to be made regarding player management “…our general 
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manager had to always ask for a permission and if we needed to sign a new player, I had to al-

ways triple-check whether the process is still going” (Coach 7) and “…if we wanted to organise an 

evening with coaches or family event for the whole team, it was impossible, you have to ask for 

permission numerous months in advance, but in Finland it would be one week and its done” 

(Coach 12).  

Another aspect that coaches reported is a greater involvement of owners and sponsors of the 

sports organisations in the operations of the team compared to Finland. The majority did not see it 

from a positive perspective as it often intervenes with the coaching process.  

“…at the end of the season we had a meeting that was organised by the president of 

the club where he pretty much told to a lot of people that they are [profanity]. He also 

said to one of the players that CEO of [name of the company] said he hasn’t seen 

him play so well for the past four years. First of all, owners can say what they want 

and they are allowed to have their own opinions, but these comments should never 

come back to the players. They think if they are sponsors, they can be in on it.” 

(Coach 2) 

Furthermore, Coach 11 quipped that “I really appreciate the GMs [general managers] who respect 

my ways of doing things because if I show them that I am willing to listen, I expected them to do 

the same”. Yet, on some occasions, involvement of owners has been seen as a positive thing, it 

just required sophisticated planning and timing of the request from the ownership of the club to 

match the emotional component. As Coach 6 mentioned “I recall that if we needed to sign a star 

player, it could only be done after the Friday’s home game victory at the restaurant when owners 

were celebrating but after Sunday’s away loss it was hard to negotiate finances to sign the player”.  

Another example of differences in leadership came from coaches that worked in Switzerland where 

capitalist and neoliberal values have been driving the coaching and management culture. It was 

vividly illustrated by Coach 5 “…the turnover of coaches is high in the league. You can be fired ra-

ther quickly. Swiss players were used to the North American coaches who come for a short term, 

they say we do things this way and that’s it. No explanation or justification. If results followed, they 

stay, if not, they leave…”. Such heritage of outcome driven environment might have led some of 

the players to question the development-oriented methods that were used by Finnish coaches 

“…our staff wanted to show to players that we are not their enemies. They have been used to be 

like pawns in a chess game. Nobody talked to them like people. It was strange to them” (Coach 

10). Yet, the coaches have highlighted that when they adopted individual coaching approach the 

positive feedback was overwhelming “…when we had the captain leadership group meetings, they 
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told us that in first year we did not believe you that you cared about us, but now we see that you 

really do” (Coach 4).  

4.2.2 Sports context – (Re)learning the game. 

The experiences of coaches have been ranging from working in the countries where ice hockey is 

a well-established sport with a strong presence in society (i.e. Sweden, Russia, or Czechia) and 

the countries where ice hockey is not as represented in the fabric of the nation (i.e. Italy, Slovenia, 

Poland or Austria). An example of it could be the experience of a Coach 10 coming to Austria and 

discovering that he had to adjust his thinking to match his practices to the demands of the environ-

ment “…when I got there I really had to start with basics. Tactics, technical skills on ice, dryland 

physical training, all these things have been far behind. So, I had to think for myself, hey, I need to 

go back to grassroots level and start all over again”. Specifically, the physical training was seen as 

something that is missing not just on professional level “…I was surprised to see that in central Eu-

rope juniors almost did not do any physical training, when my son played in numerous countries he 

was the only one who went running and then others were joining him after a while” (Coach 3). 

The lack of sports knowledge was also reflected in the management’s perceptions of the demands 

of the coaching role and required equipment needed for the staff to execute their responsibilities.  

“It took two months to get the board members to understand that we need computers 

to do our work like videos, presentation slides, spreadsheets for statistics and so on. 

Trust me, it was not a question of money. The player budget was 12 million and I am 

sure the club could afford computers for one and a half thousand. Then of course we 

got state-of-the-art computers but it was strange for them that we needed them to do 

our work.” (Coach 7) 

Also, Coach 7 further added that “…it was hard to convince them [board members] that there was 

a need for a goalie coach. It was unusual to have a staff of four coaches. It was just a head coach, 

one assistant and that’s it”. Similar experience was shared by Coach 13 “…I have been here now 

for numerous years and there are still things that are keep surprising me about club management 

and decisions, so I have to take initiative and educate them about the things that in Finland are 

common practice”. 

Lack of the sports expertise may also explain the emotional component of the demands that are 

placed on the coaching staff. Coach 10 has highlighted that “…when we play at home and the fans 

and owners are present, I have to play aggressive hockey. Meaning that we pressure with four 

players, yet when we are playing away, I can just play passively to win games and get points for 

the standings and nobody is going to tell me anything”. The emotional aspect may play a role in 
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decision-making regarding the employment of coaches “...our staff was fired two games before the 

end of the season because we lost the derby games that are important for fans and owners…if we 

would win half of these [derby] games I don’t think we would have been fired” (Coach 11). While 

the knowledge may not resemble similar depth as in Finland, coaches pointed out the support from 

the fans that was fuelling the entourage when the games were played. Coach 9 mentioned that 

“…the fans make the game atmosphere unforgettable here, they cheer and celebrate, which also 

creates a good pressure for us to perform” and Coach 2 has highlighted that “…I miss at times the 

game day feeling that the environment [club’s staff and fans] was able to create in order to trigger 

emotions every time when we have been playing at home”.  

On the other hand, cultures with a strong presence in hockey posed a different set of challenges. 

When reflecting on his experience in Russia Coach 4 shared that “In this country they believe in 

amount of repetitions, would that be school, sports or work. Since young age, they are used to it 

there. You learn to skate by skating. So, they skate and they skate a lot, which eventually leads to 

players that are extremely skilled after all the repetitions that they go through...” Similarly, Coach 5 

has subscribed to the same view of Russian players to possess high level of sports expertise “…I 

had to leave the offensive game to their creativity and pay attention only to the defensive game as 

Russian players are so skilled since the very young age, it is something quite incredible” and 

Coach 3 then further reinforced this perception. 

“I didn't have to teach the Russians how to play hockey offensively. I had to teach them 

how to play defensive game together as a unit. In other words, it wasn't worth it for me to 

go to a country like that, where almost every player has great attacking skills and attempt to 

teach them those. I didn't have to provide any instructions on attacking skills. Instead, we 

focused exclusively on playing defence as a team.” 

The prejudice that one experience about someone could only be dismissed when you get to meet 

different players in person and make your own conclusions and the examples came from coaches 

that worked in numerous multi-national settings. Coach 3 showcased that through his experience 

“…Swedish guys are quite similar guys [to Finns]. Of course there can be some that are a little bit 

softer than some Finnish guys which [are seen as] little bit more like tougher. But there are tough 

Swedish guys and softer Finnish ones so players are quite similar”. Also, it was brought to light that 

its not just these two nations that demonstrate variability to the common prejudice regarding the 

on-ice behaviour that players tend to display. Coach 9 provided this comment, which captures this 

particular view. 
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“Again, question of recruitment. You need to know the players that you sign and 

agents that you work with. The best North American players are either in Russia or 

Switzerland and their stereotype of being skilled or tough doesn’t translate to the oth-

ers that come play in the rest of Europe where there is not enough money to get good 

ones and they could be soft, selfish and only thinking about the next contract and 

own points...Finnish players are known to be humble and coachable, that’s why many 

want to sign them, but being humble doesn’t make you a good goal scorer, yet there 

in Switzerland our players do well [leading scorers]…but only because those are best 

of the best of our players.” 

Furthermore, coaches pointed out that they developed professional knowledge through the expo-

sure to different tactical repertoire of their opponents in different countries. Coach 9 recalls that 

“…Swiss league was very different and there have been at least four different tactical ways of play-

ing the game but in Finland it’s only one. It was nice to see that you can win a championship with 

different style of hockey”. Conversely, some coaches preferred the Finnish traditions of the game 

“…I like how Finnish teams are playing the game and I don’t think I want to change it. Of course I 

adopt it, but my tactical understanding of the game and training still have the Finnish flavour to it” 

(Coach 14). The rich diversity in cultural and professional backgrounds of the coaches in the 

leagues has continuously been challenging coaches to prepare for every opponent through sophis-

ticated tactical analysis of the tendencies as Coach 7 further described. 

“I really liked pre-scouting and game day preparation because you have to really fo-

cus on different things and find different ways of presenting as teams were constantly 

changing. I learned so much more through those things than I had learned here, be-

cause here in Finland it's the same way. It's the same way for every team almost. 

And then we do the same things over and over again. And with the national team, of 

course you learn certain things, but it's also very narrow when you play against Nor-

way, USA, Canada, Sweden, Russia or Czechia. So tactically I learned probably 

more than I had learned for many years.” 

Furthermore, the coaches’ cultural backgrounds largely dictate the style of ice hockey that is 

played in the country “…you see in Germany there are quite a lot of coaches who come from Can-

ada and the game is a little bit primitive because the skill and talent that the players have doesn't 

always reflect the level of play as most of the tactics are like chipping the puck out of the zone 

through the glass” (Coach 14). Yet, coaches acknowledged that tactical strategies and playing 

styles are not static entities but in a state of a constant flux and Coach 14 offered an insightful 

comment.  
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“…look at the Swiss League right now, the interesting thing is that I don't think you 

can win in the Swiss league if you don't have Scandinavian defensemen. I think 

there's only one North American defenseman that I would consider within top de-

fensemen in the in the league right now and that's Ryan Gunderson of Fribourg. But if 

you watch the defensemen in Biel, they're Finnish and Swedish. Geneva is the same 

thing. Zurich is the same thing. Zug has Swedish defensemen. Davos has Swedish 

defenseman. There's a different rhythm, there's different skating, there's different un-

derstanding of which passes to make, when to slow the game down, when to go 

quicker and Scandinavian defensemen have a different concept of time and space 

and timing on the ice than North American players, especially in a in a bigger rink.” 

Also, the coaches that worked in Sweden have mentioned that the structure of the league has 

been challenging them as professionals to constantly stay alert as the teams that miss play offs at 

the end of the season can face relegation to the lower league. Coach 11 reflected on his experi-

ence as “Yeah, the league has been open here [opportunity for relegation] and at the end of the 

season you can’t think to yourself that okay we can relax now and in Finland at times it is the case 

because the league is closed. But it’s something special here, it definitely brings out more passion 

out of everyone and you can’t experience it by being in Finland”.  

The experience of working abroad wasn’t only broadening the tactical repertoire of coaches but 

also their training design methods. Coach 9 mentioned that “…I had assistant coaches who played 

many hundred games in NHL and we always had in-depth discussions on how to make our training 

better. Coach 11 summarised his evolution of training design practices as follows. 

“…I had to really challenge myself when planning the training. In Finland we are used to a 

game-like training. But in Sweden the perception of good training is different. They like to 

battle, they like to play games that really challenge the creativity like with three nets and no 

precise directions that players and goalies have to constantly think but I had to come up 

with ways how to work in my way that would take into account the training culture of this 

country.” 

4.2.3 Evolving identity – extending cultural self-awareness  

The reflection of coaches has been largely situated around the practices and views of the world 

that are commonly accepted in Finland, yet were contrasting in other countries. One example was 

brought to light by Coach 10. 
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“I think in Finland we have a perception of a perfect world that we strive to achieve, 

but there is not such thing because culture differences are so drastic. Every day in 

the preparation phase I kept on repeating to myself ‘there is no perfect world’ be-

cause yes, we should try to get there, but we have to realize that we can’t and should 

take one step at the time.”  

“…working with the foreign team I had to also realize that you can’t change every-

thing. You have to analyze it [environment] carefully and be cautious of what to 

change and how because if you change too many things that the system changes 

and they don’t know what they [athletes] are doing.” 

Numerous coaches have also acknowledged the intercultural aspects of the countries in which 

they have been working in that has challenged their coaching skillset to work effectively in those 

countries. Coach 6 acknowledged that “…when you are in Switzerland you should realize that the 

country has three parts with their own sub-cultures and with German- , French- and Italian-speak-

ing population, where each has its own tendencies and thousands of years of evolution” and that 

“…when you enter the locker room you have to always be aware of the different personalities that 

you have that then manifested through different cultural lenses as you might have five to six import 

players”. Another example was brought to light by the coaches who worked in Russia “…think 

about it how many time zones there are in the country and how wide is the cultural landscape” 

(Coach 7) and “I noticed that quite a lot of Russian players are religious and have icons in their 

locker room places you don’t see it that often in other countries” (Coach 9). 

The knowledge acquired when spending time abroad was captured in the following statement by 

Coach 10 “…when you talk to players about their lives, girlfriends, money, abortions, it’s all part of 

the story. No school in the world can teach you these things about those people and nations”. Also, 

experience of working in a foreign environment helped coaches to better understand their own cul-

ture as Coach 2 has reflected on his journey when working in numerous cultural settings and in the 

comic manner expressed his thoughts as follows. 

“…I think Finnish players are somewhere in between Sweden and Russia. You know, if you 

say in Russia to players that you have to run 100 kilometres, they might look at you yet they 

still do it. But this is in Russia. If you do it in Sweden, no way [profanity]…. there will be a 

player union meeting the next day. In Finland, if our players are not happy, they are not, but 

generally they want to do what the coach says and if you have a good result they are 

happy… after many seasons they can say [profanity], but when we win championship it’s the 

best that we can have…very simple you know like all sportsmen, if you win you are always 

happy.” 
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Furthermore, Coach 2 highlighted that many coaches that were abroad had become valuable as-

sets for the development of Finnish ice hockey and he stated that “I think Finland has been the 

winner of this globalisation when coaches are going to Russia or Europe. We took the little things 

from everywhere. Like we had Jalonen in SKA, Summanen in Omsk, Martikainen and many oth-

ers”. Coach 4 recognised that working in another culture regardless of how contrasting it might be 

ends up being a valuable learning experience for an individual to reflect on personal values and 

professional practices.  

“I would never change the years that I spent abroad. It helped me challenge my own as-

sumptions, yet also reinforce beliefs in my own aptitude. I was put to a test whether I can go 

against my values, and it has certainly a great lesson. In Finland we are used to support 

each other and our players as there are just so few of us. We should focus more on training 

because we are a coaching country and North America [United States and Canada] is a 

scouting country. We should be looking for competitive advantage in coaching the talent not 

just selecting the top and neglect the rest.”  

4.3 Lessons – Navigating into and through globalisation of coaching 

In the last part of the interview the coaches have been asked for an advice which they would give 

to their colleague if one would reach out to them. The two lower-order themes have been centred 

around the broader socio-cultural context, colleagues and personal agency. As a coach there is a 

great deal of things that are dependent on you, yet you are bounded by the relationships with play-

ers and staff around you, which are then embedded in a particular cultural setting. 

4.3.1 Knowing where you are going  

Majority of the coaches pointed out the turnover of workforce behind the bench in the team and the 

league as one of the factors that one should consider prior to signing the contract. Coach 10 ex-

pressed it as “…you should know the rate of getting fired in the league. Say you go to Switzerland 

and there the majority of import coaches are fired before the second year is over”. Thus, other im-

portant considerations that were put forward by coaches were the timing of the arrival at the re-

spective club and the environment that you inherit as the successor. The importance of the timing 

has been highlighted through the experience of Coach 5. 

“…quite a lot depends on when you are going to sign the contract with the club. Is it 

at middle of the season, like around January or February or then beginning of the 

season like August. If you arrive early, you still have an opportunity to build the team 

for the coming season. Otherwise, you just survive [until the end of that season], 

while at the same time starting to build the team for the next season.” 
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Coach 7 shared his experience of arriving at the new place as “…I knew that before me the club 

was in quite big turbulence with being at the bottom of the table and coaches fired. So the Finnish 

style of coaching was easy to adopt as it would promote discipline, calmness and empathetic lead-

ership”, whereas Coach 11 had another perspective to offer.  

“…I was the first foreign coach and English language was never spoken in the locker 

room of this team and I had to be really mindful of how I approach the team. They 

have their own culture of managing the team and building the coaching process. For 

example, first two weeks I felt that I spoke alone in the locker room. It wasn’t for my 

language skills or their understanding of English, it was just they [players] were not 

used to being asked questions or engage in discussion with the coach when they 

would receive different kind of feedback not just pointing out mistakes and blaming 

them.” 

The majority of coaches placed an emphasis on getting to know the leadership of the club. Coach 

11 mentioned that “…you have to really get to know your general manager and then dig deeper to 

understand the meaning of the club in the area and how it is seen in that area”. Particularly, when 

arriving at the country where ice hockey is competing with other popular sports in the country.  

“…with not many people involved in the sport, you need take the best out of these 

people and you work together to find the best way to stay in the race and to develop 

to stay competitive. You have to use people skills, tactical skills, physiological skills to 

have even a small chance. Because other countries have more talent and resources. 

And if I think the best way to describe it is with in one word – cooperation.”         

(Coach 14) 

Coach 7 urged coaches to have courage and ask questions as early as the initial interview in order 

to get insights that are imperative to learning about the new employer and their expectations.  

“…you have to be brave enough to begin talking to club's management a little bit 

about these things. What do they expect from me? What are you waiting for? What 

are you doing here? A little about game like their vision of good hockey and of course 

what is important in their culture? Because you know, even in Finland the coaching 

cultures and expectations are different even between the local clubs and you can’t 

coach the same way in Kärpät as in HIFK. Same country but different clubs.”     

(Coach 7) 
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Coach 11 has then further emphasized that when you fail to become acquainted with leadership it 

may become a major stressor along the way ”…at times it is so frustrating when you have to ex-

plain your philosophy and values again to the leadership of the club like that players are important, 

they are the ones who are playing the game and making the results”. Yet, it is not always the easi-

est thing to do in the culture of professional sports where “all the money and bonuses are depend-

ent on winning” (Coach 13) and “…you can really lose your job just because you lost a derby game 

against the rival” (Coach 11).  

Another aspect that was recognised as important is the life outside the rink. Coach 6 has men-

tioned that “for me moving wasn’t hard, but for example for my assistant coach who is here for the 

first time the support of civil life is crucial like going to shop or doing the papers for work visa”. Also, 

it was highlighted by coaches that marital status is something that one should consider when you 

are signing a work contract with a foreign team. 

“Especially if you have family, its crucial to establish clarity about the financial mat-

ters. When I was in [country] the salary was paid in three different currencies and 

when you open your bank account you struggle to understand the sum of all the 

transactions in euros and in case you have mortgage to pay, it might be a challenge.” 

(Coach 1)  

While at times coaches had to experience extremely challenging cases that coaches had to experi-

ence when working in Slovakia “…we haven’t had salary paid for almost a year because there 

have been financial challenges from the management side” (Coach 4) or “…once the management 

decided to punish the team for bad performance and make a home game free entrance, where the 

costs of the tickets of the people that attended the game were covered from the salaries of players 

and coaches” (Coach 9).  

The civil life could be different from country to country that may significantly affect how one 

chooses to engage in social activities “I recall in Sweden our goalie could not even go out in here, 

when people see him in the bar or restaurant they tell him ‘hey you have to start stopping pucks’ 

and its pressure that you can’t avoid” (Coach 5). Similarly, the pressure was experienced in Fin-

land “when the team is not doing well, it is even hard to go for groceries” (Coach 13). But in central 

Europe it could be different “yeah, I could go for a coffee or if I go out here [Switzerland] and no-

body will know who I am, but in Finland if I decide go out then there will be negative publicity and 

that’s why I prefer to stay at home. It’s your personal choice after all” (Coach 11) or “…in case I 

would need some time off I can hop into car drive few hours and I can be in Italy or Austria or 

wherever, that I could just relax and spend time with my family” (Coach 10).  
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Lastly, the coaches urged their transnational colleagues to account for the impact of history on the 

development of cultural practices in the new country. Coach 9 mentioned that “…I wouldn’t even 

start the preparation from hockey and encourage others to look at the bigger picture like ‘why do 

they speak German in this part of Italy?’. Well, because of the interconnected history with Austrian 

empire and the aftermath of World Wars in 20th century. So think how it will affect your coaching”. 

Yet, going far in history should not blur the recent trends that are emerging worldwide “…the equal-

ity is huge in Sweden, and whatever men’s team was getting it was the same for the women’s 

team”. 

4.3.2 Choosing your attitude 

All coaches have pointed out the importance of being flexible and open minded when arriving at 

the new workplace “…you can prepare only so much, but you need to have room for improvisation, 

you can’t go and work abroad with ‘black and white’ thinking…” (Coach 3) and Coach 13 took it to 

an extreme stated that “…just forget everything that you knew before, whatever you did in Finland 

it stays there. In other countries people don’t think the same way as we do, so when you arrive you 

have to be open to do things differently”. Also, many coaches found it useful to book the time to 

just observe when you arrive, and Coach 12 shared a best practice that worked in his experience 

“…wherever I arrived I booked at least a week or two to just watch from stands. Assistant coaches 

would run practices and I would talk to players individually and get to know them”. But Coach 14 

offered a different approach to this strategy “…you can’t just change everything, you need to give 

the players a little bit of time to get to know you too before you attack them with all kinds of ques-

tions”.  

On the other hand, coaches pointed out that adopting and adjusting your ways of working should 

not compromise your personal values. Through the prism of his experience of working as a part of 

foreign national and club teams Coach 10 stated that “…respect the culture around you but you 

can’t just copy other people, be yourself and be ready to push and pull a little bit to find the bal-

ance. Give them what they are used to but bring something new for them as well, because after all 

that’s what you have been hired for”. Coach 11 added that “when I was in Russia, I couldn’t be like 

a Russian coach, but I had to respect how they have been coached before, yet still have confi-

dence to introduce new things and showcase my coaching skills and knowledge”. 

Working on a professional level in a foreign country is placing large demands on the individual and 

many coaches identified self-confidence as a vital marker of success when coaching abroad. 

Coach 12 stated that “…belief in self is the first thing that I think every coach should remember and 

I think you get the confidence through experience, like my work in Finland have prepared me for 

the job in Russia, and it set me up further to work in other countries”. Coach 8 also brought to light 
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that “Finnish coaches are well respected, and you should not shy away from being yourself but 

also be willing to explain to others why you make certain decision”. However, it should not be over-

whelming to others. 

“…I would be a bit careful with going in and saying this is how we do it in Finland and 

this is how we do it here because I don't think it shows the respect [to others and their 

culture] and it wears out on people too. I don't think it's very interesting for people to 

hear for that long what you've done in the past. You know they are only interested in 

knowing what happens today, tomorrow and in a few weeks. So, when I arrived here 

[club] I did not do the whole sentimental history lesson. But of course, you take bits 

and pieces, like things that worked before but you don’t need to make a big deal out 

of it.” (Coach 14) 

Being proactive in communication has been frequently mentioned by coaches as a mindset that 

will set the coach to be effective when it comes to management of personal relationships and cul-

ture competence. Coach 1 offered a pragmatic insights when he has been reflecting on his years 

working abroad. 

“…taking it a step further, I think, you should have courage to talk to people, right 

from the handshake onwards. There's no point in avoiding the interaction with others 

like you are a practice and go back to your hotel to browse the internet. No, it’s not 

the way as the face-to-face meetings are one of the most important things. Why? Be-

cause the people are constantly communicating with you even if you do not ask them 

directly. The body language and behaviour are very good messengers. What I mean 

is that you should create a social network around you instead of being alone. Some, 

of course, bring their family or partner with them. But the worst situation is that you go 

alone, and you stay there alone and you don't even try to do anything about it. 

Throughout the year, the experience of loneliness abroad may crash you and it will 

be no good.” 

“When I was a player in Switzerland, my coach [name] said that ‘connect yourself 

with the Swiss players. Make sure you integrate yourself with the Swiss players. Don't 

just be an import there who just hangs out with the imports. You need to get to know 

the Germans and Swiss people and you need to learn the language’. So that’s the 

advice that I kept when I started coaching.” (Coach 14) 

Thinking of the social support network inside the ice rink Coach 10 brought to light the importance 

of a coaching team “…if you have an opportunity you are better off hiring an assistant coach who 
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you know. Few years ago I had to cut a certain amount of my own salary to make sure that some-

one who I can trust can be working with me. Being abroad and being alone it is very challenging 

and stressful”. Being proactive within the network of your team is beneficial, yet going beyond the 

boundaries of professional level may positively contribute to the relationships with other stakehold-

ers in the club as it has been highlighted by Coach 10. 

“We are in constant communication with our colleagues who work with juniours [U20] 

and women’s team. One example actually happened last week, when the head coach 

of the women’s team sent a message in WhatsApp that his assistants could not come 

and whether we could assist him. Of course, my assistant coach and I have agreed to 

help. It was a great experience to show that no task is too small for us. The players 

were happy to see us there and they were cheering and supporting us.” 

Another common denominator was language in a foreign environment. Coaches that worked 

across numerous cultures have realised that learning the basics of the language that is spoken in 

the country is going to be an asset, which is going to have positive contribution to communication 

and relationships with your athletes. Coach 1 has pointed out that “…in the countries that I worked 

in the past, it was very appreciated that I learned couple of words in their language as it shows to 

others that you are willing to get to know their culture”. Also, Coach 14 pointed out that he noticed 

his language skills helped him to bridge the culture gap with his athletes “I can talk to players in 

German and coach them in German so that it brings the barrier down a little bit from this guy is a 

complete foreigner versus he is a little bit closer”. Similarly, you can make a good first impression 

when communicating with administrators of the club “…even in my job interview I tried to speak 

Swedish, even if I did not know the words, I used gestures or then of course used English. In Fin-

land, it is our second language that we learn in school so it was an easy language to pick up” 

Coach 5.  

English language was recognised as a necessity for an individual to succeed when working 

abroad. Coach 4 mentioned that “…you can’t get anywhere without English, it’s the primary lan-

guage that is spoken in the locker room as leagues are allowing around five import players per 

team. Of course, I could speak Finnish or Swedish with our Scandinavian players in individual 

meetings and despite my basic skills in German, I prefer English as a language in which I address 

the whole team”. Nevertheless, English isn’t always able to act as a medium when athletes aren’t 

able to speak it. It was vividly illustrated by Coach 8 “…in the heat of the game you need to get 

message to the players quickly about the penalty kill forecheck and if you can’t speak their lan-

guage you have to use your assistant and explain it first to him and then he would translate it to the 

player, but by the time it is done, the moment is gone”. Lastly, despite the English being the 
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language spoken in the locker room it is often the second language for the majority of the people 

and coaches have addressed that at times it leaves room for ambiguity.  

“…yeah well, from the very beginning communication is the key thing, especially 

when you are talking in the language [English] that is foreign for both parties and you 

have to constantly pay attention to it and provide more details. I had to constantly ask 

myself – what did they understand from what I said? How do I make sure that they 

understand me? Did I say it in the right way? Does he understand me the same way 

as I think he understood? All these things are challenges but enormous learning ex-

periences.” (Coach 1) 
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5 Discussion 

When it comes to the first research question, the results revealed that it was crucial for the 

coaches to be creative in the search of information to prepare for the new work environment. When 

the coaches had only remote access to knowledge regarding the host culture as outsiders they had 

to rely on the insights offered by their network of transnational colleagues and friends, video review 

of the games of the league and take a deep dive into books or websites. Without any other oppor-

tunities to become acquainted with the culture they were required to engage in “reasonable and 

rational use of stereotypes” (Stevens, 2018, p. 652) and then be willing to update their schema re-

garding the country with the newly acquired information upon arrival. 

In the works of Battochio & al., (2013, 108) and Schinke (2007, 284) it was brought to light that for-

eign ice hockey players who moved to North America have been reaching out to their country ma-

tes in order to learn about the new environment and specifically looking into existing hierarchy sys-

tems in the new team. Similarly, the coaches in this study turned to their network of colleagues with 

shared cultural background for advice in the search of valuable insights regarding the country of 

their future employment. For example, look for subtle meanings of behaviours of others that some-

one from your country may share that you cannot acquire from anywhere else as the colleague 

from the same culture is likely to interpret the event in a similar way as you would. Hereby, expand-

ing the network is crucial for coaches to grow their social capital to reach out to colleagues or for-

mer players, who could eventually become an enabling force for knowledge acquisition and career 

advancement (Rynne, 2010, 310). 

On the other hand, like it was mentioned by coaches who happen to experience the culture first-

hand either by living abroad or working in assistant coach role that it is not possible to gain similar 

valuable knowledge when you are on the outside. It strongly resonates with notion of direct percep-

tion in ecological understanding of expertise acquisition. Gibson (1966, 91) differentiates between 

two types of knowledge – knowledge about (symbolic cognition, in-direct perception (i.e.ex situ) 

and abstract comprehension) and knowledge in (perceptual cognition, direct perception (i.e.in situ) 

and embodied-embedded knowledge). O’Sullivan & al., (2021) draw the distinction between the 

two by stating that “reading a recipe does not mean an individual can actually cook or that reading 

about a plant signifies gardening skill” (p.3).The earlier works of Tao & al. (2019) and Kerr & 

Moore, (2015) have found that only the experience of being abroad led coaches to begin challeng-

ing their existing cultural schema and begin negotiating cultural praxis of quality coaching through 

interaction with administrators and athletes in the host community. Furthermore, other scholars 

(Borges & al., 2022, 7) have identified the experience of living abroad is a valuable asset to the 
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development of culture competence and the subsequent skills necessary to better understand the 

culture around you (Rasmussen & Sieck, 2015, 6).  

In response to the second research question, managing up (i.e. working with senior management) 

and down (i.e. staff and players) was a skill that transnational coaches had to master in order to 

work effectively in the foreign culture (Hall & al., 2021, 35; English, Nash & Martindale, 2021, 7). 

Thus, coaches were to be proactive when working with the athletes and club administrators to col-

laboratively negotiate the norms being. The collective approach to culturally informed leadership 

allows coaches to get to know the environment and practices that have been employed in the past 

to further inform their decisions. Yet, the results-oriented lens of the senior management often cre-

ates the conflict with some of the developmental objectives that could be set by coaches (English & 

al., 2021, 10). While this might be a characteristic of an occupational or corporate culture of profes-

sional sports setting, we should not dismiss the impact of national culture. For example, the Finnish 

coaches are likely to inherit the egalitarian values (i.e. social welfare; Viggiano, 2019, 257) that are 

common in Finland and other Scandinavian countries (Giulianotti & al., 2019, 541; Ahola-

Launonen, 2016, 449). Yet, such values are continuously contested by the contrasting to neoliberal 

thinking (i.e. corporate capitalism, competitiveness; Harvey, 2007, 64). The continuous interaction 

between different world views and sports understanding are then further supporting the ongoing 

learning process between foreign sports practitioners and host environments as “acculturation pro-

cess at its best is engaging of all members in the sport context as they learn cultural and perfor-

mance practices from one another” (Schinke & al., 2015, p.26).  

Conversely, some coaches preferred to remain in the realm of certainty of their own coaching 

methods and offered only limited amount of space for flexibility as the uncertainty on the edge of 

chaos may only feed the stress levels of coaches. In order to cope with the ambiguity their choice 

of coaching methods was falling onto the familiar practice to ensure a relative level of stability – like 

planning training sessions or engaging in individual coaching. Not surprisingly, that self-efficacy is 

one of the key traits for an individual to engage in successful cultural transition and act as a stress 

coping strategy (Demes & Geeraert, 2015, 317; Rasmussen & Siek, 2015, 5). Also, the coaches 

brought to light that belonging to the Finnish ice hockey traditions is an asset when it comes to 

working in a foreign culture as it implicitly supports the perception of competence that in some 

cases would ease the process of facilitating change. Yet, it is not always an easy task as the 

coaches are embedded in tightly knitted complex system of national (i.e. country), organisational 

(i.e. ice hockey club) and occupational (i.e. coaches and managers) cultures (Schein, 2015, 8).  

Results also revealed that coaches were keen on creating a dialogue with players as it is becoming 

a commonly accepted practice of the Finnish sports coaches (Hämäläinen & Blomqvist, 2016, 335) 
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that is rooted in integration of athletes perspectives into performance preparation to promote an 

autonomy-supportive motivational climate (Mallett, 2005, 420). Finnish coaches have utilised differ-

ent tools to integrate athletes into the coaching process. It was possible to see the examples that 

coaches wanted to connect with athletes on the deeper level despite some of the barrier in com-

munication through individual meetings and active engagement of ‘captain group’ as a strategy to 

gain insights into the psychological and physical state of the team. Such practices characterise 

qualities of athlete leadership (Cotterill Loughead, & Fransen, 2022, 5) that Finnish coaches 

brought with them to other cultures which has been shown to positively contribute to performance 

and wellbeing outcomes of the teams in elite (Cotterill 2017, 22; Cotterill & Fransen, 2016, 123), 

collegiate (Duguay & al., 2016, 162; 2022, 270) and junior settings (van Kruijsbergen, Pijpers, & 

Hutter, 2020, 167). 

Furthermore, coaches’ professional knowledge development was also positively influenced by the 

exposure to different cultural challenges through continued preparation for tactical innovations that 

other transnational practitioners have been adopting over the years. Yet, not surprisingly that the 

overwhelming majority of the foreign coaches are coming from North American background and 

bringing the traditions of results-driven values that contradict with the Scandinavian development-

oriented philosophy (Ogden & Edwards, 2016, 318). The competition within player populations that 

exists in countries with an overwhelming number of players like Canada (513,613) or United States 

(551,006) that significantly higher than in Sweden (61,547) or Finland (66,687; International Ice 

Hockey Federation, 2022, 76-77) is then placing the emphasis on scouting of the talent instead of 

the development. However, due to the differences in cultural tendencies in the styles of play the 

game on the European rink (greater ice surface) may not be the best environment to accommodate 

North American traditions of playing the game in aggressive manner with plenty of body contact as 

a result of fast-paced defensive and offensive tactics that are built around pressure (Allain, 2008, 

469; Alsarve, 2022, 1963; Lemoyne & Bespomoshchnov, 2022, 79) 

Coaches engaged in careful observation upon arrival in order to navigate the rocky landscape of 

the new professional ice hockey in the foreign country. The results were in line with previous find-

ings of Hall & al., (2021, 36) and Ryba & al., (2016, 8) where the insights gathering upon arrival to 

the host culture was a strategy that coaches employed in order to inform their decision-making. 

Yet, while the new knowledge should help the coaches to adjust their communication and competi-

tion preparation strategies, the participants recognised the importance of acting with integrity to 

own vales and be analytical when making decisions. Such qualities were characteristics of authen-

tic leaders (Walumbwa & al., 2008, 92) who do not compromise own values in their actions, which 

had a positive impact on the performance and wellbeing outcomes (Bandura & Kavussanu, 2018, 

969; McDowell & al., 2018, 11; Weiss & al., 2018, 12). 
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Concerning to the last question, the results underscore the importance of learning through on the 

job experience (Rynne & Mallett, 2012, 521; 2014, 17). Coaches have been actively engaged in 

continuous reflection-in-action (i.e. gaining knowledge while experiencing something) and reflec-

tions-on-action (i.e gaining knowledge from experience; Knowels & Gilbourne, 2010, 508) to exam-

ine socially accepted norms of host environment and coaches’ personal values in their develop-

ment over the years (Tudge & Winterhoff, 1993, 75). The reflection was an integral part of the ac-

culturation process and development across the three areas of knowledge: interpersonal (i.e. rela-

tionships with others), intrapersonal (i.e. own ways of being) and professional (i.e. coaching prac-

tice and sports knowledge; Côté & Gilbert’s 2009, 309). Reflection on own cultural practices helps 

coaches to reinforce the culture competence and further advance their own learning as a coach 

(Lara-Bercial & Mallett, 2016, 231). 

Lastly, language was explicitly brought to light by the coaches in this study amongst key factors 

when working abroad. Similar findings were reported by Tao & al., (2019, 9) for the coaches to 

successfully communicate with the sports stakeholders in the foreign environment in order to man-

age relationships and effectively engage in teaching of the sport. Likewise, the importance of lan-

guage acquisition was reported by the transnational ice hockey players arriving to North America 

(Battochio & al., 2013, 106). Nevertheless, both cultural settings have English as their first lan-

guage. Yet, in Europe the bouquet of language is rather diverse. Thus, placing the emphasis on 

strong verbal and nonverbal communication skills that could be complimented by the necessary 

phrases from the foreign language that are vital for the particular task at hand (Ramussen & Siek, 

2015, 10). The langue is also shown to be an asset when it comes to the acceptance of the host 

society and integration of an individual into the ways of being of a new culture (Elbe & al., 2016, 9). 

One of the limitations of this work was its exclusive reliance on qualitative data, where mixed-meth-

ods approaches may further enhance the rigor (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007, 114). For 

example, quantitative instruments (Borges & al., 2022, 3) may add additional lens regarding the 

coaches’ experience to further enrich our understanding of the acculturation of foreign coaches. 

Moreover, the voices of athletes that were playing under these coaches would help reveal further 

details regarding the practices that coaches employed when working with multi-national teams. 

Such data could be collected either through primary (i.e. interviews, surveys) or secondary (i.e. 

media publications; McGannon & al., 2012, 28) data sources. Another limitation of this study is the 

sample consisting of exclusively of male professional coaches with mono-cultural background. 

Therefore, the results may not generalise to other populations such as coaches who work with jun-

ior athletes or female transnational coaches that work with female athletes. Future research should 

take into consideration the perspectives of coaches who come from different cultural and profes-

sional backgrounds. 
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6 Conclusion 

This project shed light on the experiences of Finnish high-performance coaches that worked 

abroad. The findings showcase the nonlinear nature of acculturation that occur through continu-

ously evolving sports, national and occupational cultures. Such dynamic environment required 

coaches to adjust their coaching styles, identifying most effective communication strategies and 

engage in ongoing interpretation of athlete and administrator behaviours. While challenges that 

coaches experienced when they were exposed to different cultural norms were sources of stress, 

they often presented opportunities to extend coaches’ professional and cultural competencies. 

Furthermore, findings illuminated that when coaches were encountering a new cultural setting, they 

actively draw comparisons with their own culture and learn to appreciate the similarities and differ-

ences between the two. The experience of spending time abroad was a valuable learning oppor-

tunity for the coaches that constantly required them to reflect on their experiences and find balance 

between introducing the new elements and respecting the already existing norms of being as “peo-

ple create, alter and destroy environments. The changes they produce in environmental conditions, 

in turn, affect their behaviour and the nature of future life” (Bandura, 1986, p.23). Thus, a large em-

phasis is placed on the personal agency of coaches when choosing actions and attitudes that they 

are going to exercise when they are settling in a new environment. Coach developers should con-

sider these aspects when working with transnational or immigrant practitioners to further remind 

them about the importance of being flexible and be willing to adjust their practices according to the 

demands of the specific sports context that is embedded in a particular national and regional cul-

ture. 

Essentially, the findings elucidate the importance of communication skills (verbal and non-verbal) 

for coaches to be able to harness the reciprocity between understanding others and being under-

stood by others. These skills come to the forefront when an individual doesn’t have the benefit of 

familiarity with the cultural setting. Thus, this case study encourages the interaction between ad-

ministrators of sports organisations and their foreign recruits to openly negotiate expectations and 

address any potential variance in perspectives regarding daily operations that may emerge as a 

result of idiosyncratic socio-cultural backgrounds. As it was highlighted earlier (Ryba & al., 2018, 

12; Tao & al., 2019, 13) when practitioners arrive from another country the acculturation is a 

shared experience for the coach and the environment. Thus, the findings of this research may fur-

ther contribute to the work of sports governing bodies to inform policy development to proactively 

support coaches with settlement in the new country by offering guidance to navigate bureaucracy 

of the host’s legal system, sports culture of the nation and athletes’ expectations (Schinke & al., 

2015, 26). 
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