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This study examined the mental health of NCAA collegiate golf coaches. Utilizing the person-environment fit theory and previous literature on coaches' well-being, this study examined four outcomes among 48 participants, namely: depressive and anxiety symptoms, burnout, and job turnover intentions. Results suggested that coaching stressors (e.g., administrative tasks, practice plans, pressure to win) only associate with greater burnout. More consistent evidence showed that workplace stress (e.g., lack of control and autonomy, poor work-family balance) associated with higher levels of all outcomes. Finally, greater perceived organizational support had a beneficial association with each outcome. The findings of the current study suggest golf coaches are at risk of mental health problems because of the stressors of this job. Taken as a whole, athletic departments, coaches, and student-athletes must reconsider norms that overemphasize performance and underemphasize self-care and work-life balance.
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Introduction

Given the extensive potential for cognitive and physical demands placed on collegiate coaches, it is unsurprising that this coaching context has been reported to challenge mental health and career sustainability (1, 2). Coaches are under constant pressure related to performance expectations alongside the perennial threats of possible funding cuts and job losses. Collegiate coaches often work long, irregular hours and travel extensively for recruiting and competition purposes (3). Coaches are also under institutional control, needing to be constantly available, which can lead to work-home interference (4). Scholars have noted that communicating with athletes, recruiting, travel time, administrative demands, and a lack of control are some of the stressors reported by NCAA coaches in the United States (1). Within elite sports, the typical role and expectation for the coach is to ensure athletes' performance, physical health, and well-being (5, 6) in a climate where there is tremendous pressure to win, which can inevitably place coaches' mental health at risk. Study of coach well-being and development has, therefore, become a growing area of interest (e.g., 7).

Regarding such stressors, NCAA golf coaches are an important group to study because the profession offers much lower compensation than other sports at the top tier (e.g., basketball, football). On average, a Division 1 golf coach earns $78,172 according to the U.S Bureau of Labor Statistics (8). In addition, golf coaches spend about 8–14 weeks a year away for tournaments (≈24 competition days), and many take multiple international trips a year for recruiting purposes. Golf practices can also be longer than other sports, especially if qualifying rounds to earn spots on the travel roster are being played (4–5 h or more). Golf coaches frequently correspond with specialist coaches/practitioners with whom their players work, address administrative details and fundraising issues, work with players' parents, and support typical student-athlete issues. Research also suggests that coaches in non-revenue generating sports, such as golf, were more likely to experience emotional exhaustion and increased burnout compared to coaches of revenue-generating sports of basketball and football (9). Finally, collegiate golf coaches have less autonomy than other elite level coaches (e.g., Sean Foley, Butch Harmon). Elite level coaches in golf can choose their own clients to work with and generally set their own hours. There is also a wide range of what constitutes “elite” golf (e.g., coaching talented juniors, touring professionals, etc.). The nature of the stark differences in what the day-to-day life of an elite golf coach looks like would make asking typical work-based questions difficult to tailor. Therefore, given the relative dearth of attention paid to collegiate golf coaches, this initial study seeks to explore the effects of workplace stressors and supports on the mental health of golf coaches, which as a group have never been empirically studied.


Variegated outcomes of well-being in the golf coaching profession

This study attempts to broadly explore the well-being outcomes of coaches, which we motivate below.


Depressive and anxiety symptoms

It is widely accepted that sports coaching is a demanding profession (1, 10, 11), involving stressors that include working long hours (e.g., 12), insecure employment based on athletic performance (13), conflict between work and family life (14, 15), and high emotional investment (16). Moreover, coaches are required to maintain their own psychological and physical health and performance while supporting the athletes with whom they work (17). Indeed, scholars have long-recognized coaches as performers in their own right (see 18), because failure to cope effectively with demands can lead to detrimental implications for their performance and how they function in their daily lives. Moreover, while coaches have frequent contact with their athletes, many coaches experience isolation in their role and lack perceived social support (19).

Coaches also experience stressors related to the pressures of competition and the ongoing demands to win. In this environment, they feel like they always have to produce, and if they are successful, there is pressure to maintain their success (20). Other challenges related to the all-encompassing pressure to win are financial and/or concern work-life balance. Not all golf coaches, for instance, are employed on a full-time basis. Financial support and job contracts are pertinent stressors for part-time coaches. Job security, however, is often experienced as a stressor even by head coaches at the highest level (1). In addition, being judged only on the impact of expectations and evaluations from others was harmful when coaches felt they had no control over this process (21). Taken together, the combination of these stressors tends to have a detrimental impact on coaches' well-being (22). Altogether, coaching has been identified as a precarious profession because of its short-term possibility contingent on success and intense demands (see 23, 24).



Burnout and job turnover intentions

Maslach and Leiter (25, p. 17) describe burnout as the “index of the dislocation between what people are and what they have to do. It represents an erosion in values, dignity, spirit, and will—an erosion of the human soul.” Burnout is not classified as a mental disorder or medical condition, but burnout has been a highly researched, complex topic of study. Curiously, as noted by Freudenberger (26), committed and dedicated workers are more prone to experiencing burnout. Broadly, burnout is maladaptive and a key concern for organizations due to its impact on employee morale, well-being, performance, and turnover intentions (27).

Research on coach burnout has increased due to the rise in demands and expectations from athletic departments that have led some coaches to voluntarily leave the profession (28). Raedeke et al. (29, p. 181) offered a more precise definition of sport burnout, which is a “withdrawal from sport noted by a reduced sense of accomplishment, devaluation/resentment of sport, and physical/psychological exhaustion.” Studying burnout among coaches has become crucial because of the possible repercussions for coaches' mental health, and the possibility that the coach could negatively affect the athletes they support (30).

Within the literature on coach burnout, organizational norms and expectations have also been identified as important. There is some evidence that coach burnout may increase if a coach does not feel that their work is valued and acknowledged or does not feel that their athletic administration will support them in disputes with players or parents (31). According to Ryff and Keyes (32, p. 720), athletic administrators can promote organizational and social support to coaches to help them achieve “environmental mastery”, summarized as “the competence to manage the environment effectively to control and use it and its opportunities or to form surroundings that help one to fulfill personal needs and values.” Organizational justice is another critical component to consider, including perceptions of fairness in procedures (33). Altogether, higher levels of perceived organizational support were linked to greater job commitment, sense of belonging, and pride in an employees' organization (34). A poorer workplace climate and culture can make coaches consider leaving their job, lending itself to higher turnover intentions of coaches (35).





Methods


Participants

A convenience sample of 52 NCAA US golf coaches were contacted via e-mail to complete a 10-min survey (Qualtrics, USA), and 48 coaches (Mage = 45.81 ± 9.27 years; 75% male, 25% female) provided total responses for analysis (92.31% response rate). Inclusion criteria were that participants were an NCAA head coach, associate coach, or assistant coach of a golf program. While a small sample by conventional standards, our sample represents approximately 15% of collegiate golf coaches in the US and is the first study of its kind. Taken together, the sample represents each of the Power 5 NCAA conferences and involve a mix of both head and assistant golf coaches, and men and women. Almost 85% of the sample were full-time coaches, and nearly two-thirds (65.22%) coached at the NCAA Division 1 Level. Over 80% of our sample were head coaches. Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the Baylor University Institutional Review Board and all participants provided informed consent.



Dependent variables


Depressive symptoms

Depressive symptoms are measured by an eight-item scale derived from the Center for Epidemiological Studies (CES-D; 36). Scores were averaged across the 8 items to form a continuous variable of depressive symptoms, where higher scores indicate greater depressive symptoms (alpha = 0.87).



Anxiety symptoms

Anxiety symptoms were assessed with the seven-item Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HAD-S; 37). Scores were averaged across the seven items to form a continuous measure of anxiety symptoms, where greater scores indicate greater depressive symptoms (alpha = 0.83).



Burnout

Since collegiate coaches are highly entrenched in academic institutions and there is not a developed psychometrically sound instrument to measure coach burnout, we used the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) Educators Survey. The MBI Educators Survey has three core aspects: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and a lack of personal accomplishment (38). The MBI Educators Survey was assessed on a 0–6 scale (0 = never, 6 = every day), with the stem of “how often…”. To ensure the survey was of reasonable length, we used the emotional exhaustion subscale of the MBI Educators Survey, which consists of the following eight items: (1) “I feel emotionally drained from my work,” (2) “I feel used up at the end of the workday,” (3) “I feel fatigued when I get up in the morning and have to face another day on the job,” (4) “Working with people all day is really a strain for me,” (5) “I feel burned out from my work,” (6) “I worry that this job is hardening me emotionally,” (7) “I feel frustrated by my job” and (8) “I feel I’m working too hard on my job.” Scores on these eight items were averaged to form a continuous measure of burnout, with higher scores representing greater burnout (alpha = 0.94).



Job turnover intention scale

The Turnover Intention Scale (TIS; 39) was developed to gauge the extent to which an employee intends to stay in their organization. We employed the TIS to assess whether occupational stressors and organizational support were associated with turnover intentions of collegiate golf coaches. The TIS-6 is a six-item scale to assess how often a person has considered, for instance, “leaving their job,” “dreaming about getting another job,” and “accepting another job at the same compensation level should it be offered to you?” in the past 9 months. A Likert scale ranging from 1 = “Never” to 5 = “Always” was used to score all responses, which were averaged across the six items. Higher scores on the TIS-6 indicated higher levels of an intention to leave an organization (alpha = 0.90).




Focal independent variables


Coaching stressors scale

The measures developed by Mignano (21) were used to assess the level of coaching-specific, work-related stressors. The Coaching Stressors Scale (CSS) is a 12-item measure with the question of “How often has each of the following aspects of the coaching profession produced occupation stress within the past 12 months?” The factors included administrative tasks, fundraising, interpersonal team issues, parental factors, practice plans/competitive preparation, pressure to win, recruiting student-athlete relationships, supervisor/athletic department issues, time demands, travel, and work/personal life balance. Participants responded using a Likert scale from 1 to 7 (1 = “never,” 4 = “sometimes,” 7 = “always”). Items were averaged to form one scale of coaching stressors (alpha = 0.82).



Workplace stress scale

Six items gauged the culture and conditions of coaches' workplace environments. The six items were: (1) “Conditions at work are unpleasant or sometimes even unsafe,” (2) “I feel that my job is negatively affecting my physical or emotional well-being,” (3) “I have too much work to do and/or too many unreasonable demands,” (4) “I feel that my job pressures interfere with my family or personal life,” (5) “I have adequate control over my work duties” (reverse-coded), and (6) “I receive appropriate recognition or rewards for good performance” (reverse-coded). On each item, responses were scored where 1 = “never” and 5 = “very often.” Items were averaged to form a scale of workplace stress (alpha = 0.86).



Perceived organizational support

Participants were asked to respond to seven items that assess the support they receive from their athletic department (see 21). These items were: (1) “My athletic department values my contribution to its well-being,” (2) “My athletic department fails to appreciate any extra effort from me,” (3) “My athletic department would ignore any complaint from me,” (4) “My athletic department really cares about my well-being” (reverse-coded), (5) “Even if I did the best job possible, my athletic department would fail to notice,” (6) “My athletic department shows very little concern for me,” and (7) “My athletic department takes pride in my accomplishments at work.” All seven items were scored from 0 = “strongly disagree” to 6 = “strongly agree” and averaged to form a scale of perceived organizational support (alpha = 0.93).




Covariates

We adjust for several covariates. With respect to demographics, we controlled for coaches' age (years), gender (1 = female, 0 = male), race (white, other), education (bachelor's degree or higher = 1, all else = 0), marital status (1 = married, 0 = all else), personal income ($), and the number of children the respondent had. Several characteristics of respondents’ coaching jobs were also controlled, including whether they coached full-time (1 = yes, 0 = no), whether they coached at the NCAA Division 1 level (1 = yes, 0 = no), whether they were a head coach (1 = yes, 0 = no), the number of hours they worked per week coaching during the competitive season, and the number of career coaching jobs they had. To measure their success, coaches were also asked if they had ever won a conference championship, and if their teams had ever won a national championship.




Statistical analyses

For each well-being outcome, a series of three models is tested. In Model 1, the association between coaching stressors and well-being is examined, net of demographic and job characteristics. Model 2 assessed the association between workplace stress and well-being, again net of all controls. Finally, Model 3 empirically tested the association between perceived organizational support and each indicator of well-being, net of all controls. Since each of the four outcome variables were continuous, we use ordinary least squares regression (OLS) in all analyses with the p-value set at α = 0.05.



Results

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for all study variables.


TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics, NCAA golf coaches (N = 48).
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Results for depressive symptoms can be found in Table 2. The coaching stressors scale did not reveal a statistically significant association with depressive symptoms (b = 0.04, p > .05) in Model 1. Model 2, however, shows that greater workplace stress was associated with higher depressive symptoms (b = 0.23, p < .05). Put in terms of effect size, this means that for every 1 unit increase in workplace stress, depressive symptoms increase by nearly 66% of a standard deviation. Model 3 also shows that greater perceived organizational support is associated with fewer depressive symptoms, net of all study covariates (b = −0.11, p < .05). Indeed, a one unit increase in perceived organizational support was associated with nearly a 33% standard deviation decrease in depressive symptoms.


TABLE 2 Results for depressive symptoms, NCAA golf coaches (N = 48).
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Results for anxiety symptoms were similar to those for depressive symptoms. No association was found for coaching stressors, but greater workplace stress was associated with increased anxiety (b = 0.28, p < .01), corresponding to an effect size of roughly 66% of a standard deviation in anxiety symptoms. In addition, greater organizational support was associated with lower anxiety symptoms (b = −0.13, p < .01), a roughly one-third standard deviation decrease in anxiety symptoms.

Table 4 shows results for burnout. Unlike depressive and anxiety symptoms, coaching stressors were associated with higher burnout (b = 0.61, p < .05), nearly 40% of a standard deviation effect size in burnout scores, as was greater workplace stress (b = 1.54, p < .001), which corresponded to almost a full standard deviation increase in burnout scores. Similar to depressive and anxiety symptoms, higher perceived organizational support was associated with lower burnout scores (b = −0.59, p < .01), over 33% of a standard deviation decrease in burnout scores.


TABLE 3 Results for anxiety symptoms, NCAA golf coaches (N = 48).
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TABLE 4 Results for burnout, NCAA golf coaches (N = 48).
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Results for job turnover intentions

Table 5 shows results for our last well-being indicator, job-turnover intentions. As with depression and anxiety, coaching stressors were not associated with greater intent to leave one's job. However, greater workplace stress (b = 1.05, p < .001) was associated with greater turnover intent, which comes close to effect size of a full one-standard deviation increase in intent for every unit increase on the workplace stress scale. Finally, greater perceived organizational support was found to be associated with lower job turnover intentions (b = −0.52, p < .001), representing just under 50% of a standard deviation in turnover intention scores.


TABLE 5 Results for job turnover intentions, NCAA golf coaches (N = 48).
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Discussion

This study explored the effects of workplace stressors and supports on the mental health of golf coaches. Our results revealed several key findings. First, coaching stressors (administrative tasks, practice plans, pressure to win, dealing with parents, time demands) were only associated with greater burnout. Initially, this was surprising because it was expected that these forms of stress would also associate with depressive and anxiety symptoms as well as job turnover based on previous literature (1, 10, 11). There are two possible interpretations of this finding. As McNeill and colleagues (16, 40) acknowledge, studies exploring depression and anxiety among coaches are rare. Thus, while previous studies may have anticipated a relationship between coaching stressors and these outcomes, there is not a large empirical basis for doing so. Moreover, it could be that some golf coaches normalize their stress level, and may under-report depressive and anxiety symptoms, which could have explained the lack of an observed association. However, our results also showed that coaching stressors aligned with burnout which was consistent with our expectations and with the existing literature. It may be that burnout is a factor that ultimately leads to depression in coaches (41). Therefore, if these coaches were studied over a longer period, one might expect coaching stressors to be associated with greater depressive and anxiety symptoms as a result of (i.e., mediated by) burnout, but it is currently unknown how this would unfold over time. Taken together, the divergent patterns of results suggest the importance of studying various outcomes related to well-being, as they may hold differing associations with characteristics of the job.

There was also consistent evidence that workplace stress (e.g., lack of control and autonomy, little work-family balance, little recognize, overwhelming work demands) was consistently associated with all outcomes, including greater depressive and anxiety symptoms, greater burnout, and higher job turnover intentions. Coaches who felt that they had at least some control over their work processes tended to feel better mentally and are less prone to burning out. This may be especially important to consider among golf coaches: since they are not coaching a revenue-generating sport in their athletic departments, perceive that they have some control over their work process and are fairly recognized by those around them may be even more crucial.

The last key finding of this study was, much like workplace stress, greater perceived organizational support had a consistent association with all four outcomes, but this time in a beneficial direction. Coaches who perceived that their extra efforts were noticed, felt valued and cared for by their athletic department, and found that their athletic department took part in their accomplishment reported fewer depressive and anxiety symptoms, lower scores on burnout, and lower job turnover intentions. This is an innovative finding, since most studies of coach well-being do not consider organizational factors (cf. 42–44). Though this finding would likely apply to coaches of all collegiate sports, we again highlight the somewhat lower relative status of golf coaches in athletic departments, given that they are not in a revenue-generating sport and that their competitions are rarely televised or attended by fans of the school's athletic program. This result concurs with previous research which has found that pride and organizational support are linked to a higher sense of belonging and well-being and greater job commitment (34). The consistency of salubrious associations that flow from perceived organizational support suggest that athletic departments are valuable resources that can help to promote better well-being of coaches. Though college coaches are usually held responsible for their own well-being as well as that of their student-athletes (6, 18), our study has clearly shown that organizational support can influence a range of outcomes. This suggests that any interventions to improve coach well-being (e.g., coach support groups, stress-reduction workshops; see 45) should be designed with the organization in mind.

Several study limitations must be acknowledged. First, like other studies of coach well-being, our study used a quantitative, cross-sectional design. While the current study is useful given its focus on golf coaches and extends our understanding of coach well-being and its organizational antecedents, collecting longitudinal data on coaches over an entire season to understand when mental health problems and burnout are at their highest (e.g., mid-season, end of season) and to observe how many coaches switched jobs or left the profession entirely, would also be instructive. We also lacked knowledge of other jobs that may have been held by the part-time coaches (15%), which could undoubtedly factor into assessments of mental health and burnout. It would also be helpful to assess if coaches were able to recover from burnout, how long it takes to recover, and the factors that help this process. The sample size is small, which also reduces statistical power and does not allow for the generalizability of our results. Yet, that we still observed significant associations likely suggests that are findings are conservative, and additional research with more participants might reveal the results of workplace stress to be more devastating for golf coaches than documented here. We would also hypothesize that similar results to ours would be observed among collegiate coaches in other non-revenue generating sports. Finally, future research should also control for number of years of coaching experience, another factor which might influence the patterns of results we observed.

Second, while the sample did include collegiate golf coaches at different NCAA levels and tried to achieve a reasonable gender distribution, racial diversity in golf coaches was virtually non-existent. Our sample was also not encompassing of all collegiate golf coaches, so future studies should attempt to collect larger samples of coaches to expand on our findings. Finally, future research could encompass the perspectives from the student-athlete, such as examining the experiences of athletes that play for coaches with various levels of mental well-being, or who perceive more or less organizational support. There is evidence that athletes playing for burnt out coaches reported lower athletic enjoyment, greater anxiety, and were more prone to burn out themselves (e.g., 46).

In closing, this study offers some implications of these normative levels of “fatigue” and stress symptoms that are prevalent in golf coaching. Golf coaches often have a long history of both playing and coaching in the sport, where high levels of stress and pressure are normalized. To make matters worse, elite coaches often feel vulnerable in seeking help for mental health issues or admitting struggles (47). Despite reporting at least some symptoms of depression, anxiety, and burnout, the data further show that only two of the 48 coaches studied (4.16%) had ever sought professional help (e.g., counseling, therapy). In addition to providing organizational support to coaches, it is vital that coaches have similar access to mental health resources on campus as student-athletes. Sport administrators can also help coaches to prioritize self-care strategies and set boundaries on their work (e.g., e-mail response expectations, weekly work hour commitments), as over one-quarter of our sample reported working 60 h a week or more. As the results show, this lifestyle is not without cost and is not sustainable for many coaches, despite their intense passion and commitment to their athletic programs.
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