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Currently, little is known about how elite coaches acculturate and how they manage their acculturation environment. This study
examines the acculturation experiences of elite rugby union coaches and their management of multicultural squads. Five male
elite coaches participated in the research. Each of the five coaches arguably fit a “best of the best” criterion, boasting between
them multiple European and U.K. domestic championships as well as multiple Super Rugby titles with similar accomplishments
at the international level across 15- and seven-a-side. Inductive thematic analysis of semistructured interview data revealed three
emerging themes: (a) proactively managing personal acculturation, (b) proactively managing player acculturation, and (c) critical
components of a team culture. Implications for coaches managing their own acculturation experience and their respective
acculturation environments are discussed.
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In 2013, an estimated 214 million individuals were considered
migrants—one in 33 people worldwide—and of those was a
growing number of transnational elite sport professionals, includ-
ing coaches, who may have migrated between and within nations to
further their athletic careers (Ryba, Schinke, Stambulova, & Elbe,
2018). In the sporting context, migrants may be categorized based
on the motivations underpinning their movement (Orlowski,
Wicker, & Breuer, 2016). For the premise of this research, the
coach migrants are referred to as voluntary sojourners who leave by
choice, relocating on a timeline basis for a specific purpose, that
is, a fixed-term contract for a specific role (Schwartz, Unger,
Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010). As an indication of the preva-
lence of sporting migration, over the last 30 years a significant
number of Chinese coaches have moved to Australia, augmenting
the host’s Olympic diving teams (Tao, Rynne, & Mallett, 2019)
with similar movements of Russian gymnastic coaches expatriating
to New Zealand (Kerr & Obel, 2018).

Relocating can prove stressful with the newcomer facing
numerous potential challenges, for example, learning a new culture
and potentially a new language as well as coping with being
away from the support of family and friends (Schinke, Yukelson,
Bartolacci, Battochio, & Johnstone, 2011). Such stressors are often
magnified in sport where individuals may also experience potential
change in their coaching demands, different coach–athlete rela-
tionship dynamics, and even changes inQ2 how to behave and/or
communicate within the new environment (Schinke et al., 2011;
Schinke, McGannon, Battochio, & Wells, 2013). For instance,
former Soviet Union gymnastic coaches identified a number of
sociocultural challenges in their move to New Zealand, such as the
perceived poor work ethic from the performers, the overly active
role of performer parents, and the ability of performers to accept

critical feedback (Kerr & Moore, 2015). A failure to adapt to these
dramatic changes can lead to maladaptive states of “culture shock,”
(Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, & Ge, 2016a) resulting in a sense
of isolation and being overwhelmed. Evidence of this was reported
among immigrant elite coaches in Canada who reported negative
effects of their relocation as they felt at times disrespected, mocked,
and deeply dissatisfied by the standards of training (Schinke,
McGannon, Yukelson, Cummings, & Parro, 2015). The increase
in global mobility of sports professionals has also seen a require-
ment for coaches and support staff to not only manage their own
relocation challenges but also hone their cultural intelligence—that
is, the ability to function effectively in a culturally diverse setting
(Earley & Ang, 2003). As an example, European basketball
coaches emphasized the important balance between the individu-
alistic views of immigrant players with the contrasting collectivist
position of “local” players with goal setting becoming a central
premise factor in unifying the conflicting viewpoints (Khomutova,
2016).

The process that any newcomer—including sportingmigrants—
goes through to psychologically adapt to the habits and practices
common to the host country’s culture is called acculturation. Ac-
cording to Berry (1997)—a recognized scholastic leader in this
domain (Ward & Kus, 2012)—acculturation is a lengthy continual
process and describes “what happens to individuals who have
developed in one cultural context when they attempt to reestablish
their lives in another” (Berry, 1997, p. 5). Acculturation research
within sport is a relatively new topic, but considering the increasing
number of performers relocating due to the globalization of sport
with the associated acculturative experiences of coaches (and ath-
letes) impacting performance and well-being (Schinke et al., 2015), it
is clear why study of acculturation has begun to increase within sport
psychology (Khomutova, 2016; Ryba, Stambulova, Ronkainen,
Bundgaard, & Selänne, 2015). For example, Schinke et al. (2015)
examined 10 immigrant elite sport coaches in Canada, exploring
aspects impacting their respective acculturating experiences, namely,
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training standards, commitment levels, athlete respect and coach
status, and credential recognition.Q5 Research into the acculturation
experiences of professional basketball coaches in central Europe
revealed three themes around value differences and playing styles,
working with Black players, and the formation of ethnic subgroups
(Khomutova, 2016) with Schinke et al. (2013) highlighting the need
for coaches to bridge the gap of world views by balancing positive
perceptions of the host context with what can be learned from the
immigrant individual’s culture. Examples of this favored shared
approach alluded to earlier may include strategies such as language
learning exchanges or understanding and celebrating cultural fes-
tivities among team members (Schinke et al., 2013; Schinke &
McGannon, 2014). Other shared strategies might extend beyond
the coach and include senior players reinforcing the expected
behaviors or work ethic of the newcomer, for example (Ronkainen,
Khomutova, & Ryba, 2019). Whether involved directly or indirectly,
the coach is crucial for driving these approaches.

TheoreticalQ6 Framework

Acculturation has existed for millennia with contemporary research
interest growing out of concern for the effects of European
domination of indigenous peoples (Berry, 2005). Over the last
three decades, John Berry’s (1997) Framework for Acculturation
Research has been widely acclaimed (Schwartz et al., 2010; Ward
& Kus, 2012) and is based on his bidimensional acculturation
model that posits that immigrants and individual groups are

confronted with two main issues in the acculturation process
and vacillate between heritage–culture retention and receiving-
culture acquisition. (Berry, 1997). In attempting to synthesize the
multifaceted processes of acculturation, Berry’s (1997) framework
(Figure 1) illustrates the main factors that influence an individual’s
acculturative experiences, combining both structural and process
features and guiding research through inputs, outcomes, and
moderating factors.

Q7On the left side of Figure 1 are “group-level variables,”
described as predominantly situational, that is, they are dependent
on the interaction between individuals within a group (Berry,
1997), and to the right are “individual-level variables” referring
to individual factors. Both group and individual variables are
essential elements when studying psychological acculturation
(Berry, 1997). The right-hand upper block refers to features that
exist prior to acculturation with the lower block containing ele-
ments that arise during the process of acculturation (Berry, 1997).
The center of the framework represents the flow of the accultura-
tion process over time, beginning with the initial contact with the
host/dominant culture, followed by an assessment of that experi-
ence (with associated stresses) and subsequent strategies used,
assessment of those strategies, and subsequent adaptation, that is,
long-term outcomes (Berry, 1997).

In terms of the strategies used as part of the moderating factors
during acculturation, Berry (1997) provides additional detail
highlighting four approaches. The first is assimilation wherein
individuals discard their cultural identity and seek daily interaction

Figure 1 — Berry’s (1997) framework for acculturation research.

2 Hall et al

(Ahead of Print)



with other cultures. Second, separation occurs when an individual
places value on maintaining their original culture and avoids
contact and interaction with others. Third, and most desirable, is
integration, which sees an interest in the individual in maintaining
their original culture and spending time interacting with other
groups. Integration is the more psychosocially adaptative strategy
wherein acculturative stress is minimized (Berry, 2005) and well-
being and optimal adjustment are maximized (Schinke, McGannon,
& Smith, 2016c). Finally, marginalization occurs when both origi-
nal and receiving cultures are rejected and, as such, causes the
greatest acculturative stress (Berry, 2005). The strategy adopted by
an individual will determine the extent to which they adapt to their
new environment. These adaptations may or may not be positive
and include psychological adaptation (psychological and physical
well-being) and socioculturalQ8 adaptation (how well the acculturat-
ing individual manages daily life in the new cultural context; Berry,
2005). Factors assisting in an individual’s adaptation, as indicated
within moderating factors during acculturation, include social
support and positive intergroup attitudes, with the latter indicating
how acculturation should be a shared process of immigrants and
hosts working through differences and how both groups move
between each other’s cultural practices (Verkuyten, 2005).

Given the predominance of Berry’s (1997) work in bilateral
acculturation research and the need for further acculturation studies
in elite sport coaching, Berry’s framework provides an ideal lens to
view both coach acculturation processes and those of the accultur-
ation environment. The purpose of this article, therefore, using
Berry’s (1997) framework, is to advance the knowledge of accul-
turation within elite sport by answering three key questions. First,
furthering the limited work examining coach perspectives (Borges,
Rosado, de Oliveira, & Freitas, 2015; Kerr & Obel, 2018; Schinke
et al., 2015), what are the personal acculturation strategies adopted
by elite coaches? Second, what are the associated challenges with
acculturation? Third, in examining the paucity in understanding of
the acculturation environment (Ryba et al., 2018; Schinke et al.,
2013), how does the host environment support players comingQ9 into
a team?

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of five male elite rugby union coaches—four
of whom, at the time of the interviews, were head coach at either a
Guinness Pro 14 team (played in Wales, Ireland, Scotland, and
Italy) or a Gallagher Premiership Club (played in England) with
one participant the head coach of a World Sevens Series team.
The coaches were purposefully chosen with each of the coaches
coaching outside of their country of origin and having had experi-
enced repeated successes in managing multicultural squads. To
maintain participant anonymity the coaches’ demographics are

broadly presented in Table 1. Furthermore, any references made
within the results to teams or individuals that could potentially
identify the participants were removed or replaced with
pseudonyms.

Design

With the aim of generating meaningful and practical knowledge,
a pragmatic research philosophy was used to frame this study
(Giacobbi, Poczwardowski, & Hager, 2005). The pragmatic
approach sees the researcher as a part of the research process
and a coconstructor of knowledge (Giacobbi et al., 2005). The first
author’s close connection with the research subject as a current
professional coach was, therefore, seen as a critical element for
interpreting participant responses as part of the data analysis. As an
additional influence, the first author’s close connection afforded
access to the often inaccessible world of elite sport.

A qualitative design was selected to gain a rich and “real
world” insight into the management of multicultural squads
through the eyes of elite head coaches as well as their personal
acculturation experiences (Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, &
Morales, 2007). Such a design allowed participants to provide a
much needed in-depth and detailed understanding of acculturation
in elite sport (Schinke et al., 2016c). Due to the nature of the
research aims and given the previously reported overreliance on
quantitative analysis into acculturation (Chirkov, 2009), a semi-
structured interview procedure was chosen. Although typically a
pragmatic philosophy would be associated with a mixed-methods
approach, a combination of both qualitative and quantitative
(Giacobbi et al., 2005), it was decided that due to the importance
of exploring the coaches’ perceptions, a qualitative method Q10was
most suitable. The nature of the interview structure, in addition to
the rapport created by the researcher’s partial insider status, leant
itself to a level of conversational freedom enabling emerging
themes to be explored (Weller, 2017).

The five participants were interviewed across six key questions
(see Table 2). Additional exploratory questions were used to
prompt the participants to expand their answers, providing further
depth to their responses (Moser & Korstjens, 2018).

Procedure

Prior to the participants being identified for interview, ethical
approval was gained. All participants were recruited via personal
e-mail and, in keeping with ethical considerations as Q11suggested by
Willig (2008), informed consent was obtained to take part in a one-
on-one interview with details of the voluntary nature of their
participation explained.

With the global outbreak of the COVID-19 virus at the time of
the research, restricting all travel and social meetings, all five
interviews were conducted through Skype. The use of such video

Table 1 Coach Demographics

Age Nationality Tenure in current role Professional coaching experience

Coach 1 50 English 4 years 19 years

Coach 2 52 Irish 10 years 19 years

Coach 3 47 Welsh 4 years 9 years

Coach 4 56 New Zealander 3 years 21 years

Coach 5 49 English 3 years 15 years

Mean = 50.8 (σ = 3.42) Mean = 4.8 (σ = 2.95) Mean = 16.6 (σ = 4.77)
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conferencing technology has increased in qualitative research over
recent years and is a valid method to obtain data when face-to-face
opportunities are not possible or practical (Schinke et al., 2016c).
Each interview lasted between 45 and 80 min and was recorded on
a digital recording device.

Data Analysis

Once the interviews were complete, the first author transcribed
them, enhancing his familiarity with the data and helping to
establish an early set of themes (Rapely,Q12 2011). Verbatim tran-
scriptions then went through a process of reflexive inductive
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019). This type of analysis,
in line with pragmatic research (Giacobbi et al., 2005), places an
importance on the researcher’s role in knowledge production
(Braun & Clarke, 2019). The steps of analysis are shown in Table 3
and follow the six-stage process as outlined by previous work of
Braun and Clarke (2006). For example, following the transcrip-
tions, the second stage of analysis involved creating codes across
the entire data set and then grouping the data into themes.Q13 The
themes were then refined and examined for coherent patterns of
meaning,. Then the entire data set was reviewed independently by
the first author and two of his coauthors, ensuring a consistent
message across all themes. Finally, clear definitions of each theme
were generated, ensuring each concisely gave the reader clarity
through the overall story. Following this process, as shown in
Table 4, two higher order themes were generated, each with a group
of associated lower order themes, all based on quotes or “tags”
from the data (Cote, Salmela, Baria, & Russell, 1993).

Trustworthiness and Credibility

First, the very nature of the participants’ experiences and success,
as outlined previously, provided an implicit level of credibility to
the findings, leading to “best practice” in seeking solutions to the
applied challenge of elite coach acculturation and the management
of the acculturation environment as well as multicultural squads
(Giacobbi et al., 2005). In addition, more explicit tools were used to

enhance the trustworthiness and credibility of the results, namely,
researcher reflexivity through the use of critical friends and mem-
ber checking.

Given the researcher’s previously mentioned partial insider
status and his nuanced familiarity of themes being discussed—
though this tacit knowledge is another strength of the study
(Johnson, Martin, Rangikoepa Palmer, Watson, & Ramsey,
2012)—there was a potential for an overreliance on that status
when interpreting the data (McGannon, Smith, Kendellen, &
Gonsalves, 2019). However, through a process of reflexivity
and the use of critical friends, this bias was mitigated. The role
of critical friends was to listen to the researcher’s interpretations,
then offer critical feedback, challenging the construction of knowl-
edge and helping to solidify the plausibility of the findings (Smith
& McGannon, 2018).

Transcriptions were also sent to the five participants to be
member checked. Frequently used in qualitative research to vali-
date data and control the subjective bias of the researcher
(McGannon et al., 2019), the interview transcripts were e-mailed
to the respective participants to confirm the accuracy of the data
(Smith & McGannon, 2018). No changes to the transcripts were
made following this process.

Results

Through inductive analysis, twomain themes emerged: (a) proactively
managing personal acculturation and (b) proactively managing
player acculturation. Findings revealed a number of factors pertaining
to coach acculturation and the management of the acculturation
environment.

Proactively Managing Personal Acculturation

When discussing personal acculturation experiences, the coaches
revealed a number of principle approaches in proactively managing
these processes.

Table 2 Interview Questions Posed to the Elite Coaches

Interview questions

1. How influential do you view the team culture of the teams you coach?

2. When you arrived in your current position how did you go about creating “your way” regarding the culture?

3. How have you managed/do you manage the multicultural nature of the squads you’ve coached/coach?

4. What strategies are in place/have you previously put in place for the integration of new players and foreign players?

5. What were some of the challenges you experienced as a foreign coach?

6. If you were going to drive the development of an emerging/young rugby nation, how would you approach the task?

Table 3 Six Phases of Thematic Analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006)

Phase

1. Familiarization with data

2. Generating initial codes

3. Searching for themes

4. Reviewing themes

5. Defining and naming themes

6. Producing the report

Table 4 Higher and Lower Order Themes

Higher order themes Lower order themes

Proactively managing
personal acculturation

1. Educating senior management
2. Taking time to understand the
individuals and existing culture
3. Managing additional personal challenges

Proactively managing
player acculturation

1. Informal processes
2. Formal processes
(a) Recruitment
(b) Onboarding
(c) Well-being
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Educating senior management. For all coaches, an ongoing
challenge was managing senior personnel, such as board members.
For the participants, an important aspect of this management
involved educating their senior counterparts.

As a Head Coach one of your biggest challenges is ensuring
alignment across all facets of your program and the edges of
the programwith the stake holders and try to ensure that people
are aware of what you’re trying to produce and how you’re
trying to do it—and educating people on that process. (C4)

The people at the top of the organisation need to be able not
just judge it on where you are in the table—but how else do
they judge progress or development? I would be part of
managing that. (C3)

In the second quote, Coach 3 challenged the thinking of his
senior management to look beyond results and trophies, taking a
more long-term view. All coaches specifically mentioned this as a
challenge: “Development and winning at the same time is brilliant
and everyone is happy, but youmight need to manage upstairs : : : I
don’t want to develop players, lose and then get the sack” (C5).

Taking time to understand the individuals and existing cul-
ture. Learning about the individuals within the team and under-
standing the existing team culture appeared to be an essential
element for the coaches’ personal acculturation strategies when
moving into their current roles.Q14 First, across all coaching partici-
pants, there was an appreciation of the existing cultural diversity in
their respective squads with this multicultural mix being seen as a
strength, as Coach 1 described.

That diversity is a good thing for a playing group.We celebrate
that—we don’t want everyone to be the same. It’s about
understanding and celebrating each other’s differences and
showing them as a strength to the rest of the organisation.

Coach 2 shared a similar sentiment in embracing the unique-
ness of each individual: “First and foremost we want people to be
themselves.” Building deep relationships with players was seen as
a critical part of understanding the backgrounds of their multicul-
tural teams with Coach 2 suggesting that it was the most important
aspect: “I mean genuinely getting to know someone at as deeper
level as you can : : : more about who they are and what their
backgrounds are.” As the three following quotes, respectively,
highlight, Coach 3 found it important to understand individual
backgrounds to avoid potential racial stereotyping and develop a
healthy understanding of different ethnic groups (i.e., ethnic atti-
tudes), Coach 4 explained how a deeper understanding of his
players helped manage positive performances, and Coach 3

Q15 went even further to connect with a player by meeting his family.

So, what does a Tongan culture look like? What’s it like
growing up in Tonga? Sharing that with the group. How
different is that to growing up in Samoa or Fiji? We tend to
be guilty of lumping them all in the same boat, don’t we? (C3)

You need to understand how your players tick. I put a lot of
emphasis around getting to know an individual player—
getting to know theirQ16 wife their girlfriend, their kids, their
background and so on. Ultimately if they’re happy at home
we’re going to get more out of them here. If they’re in a
position that they’ve got issues and they trust you and they
know you care hopefully you can help them with their issue
which hopefully makes them play better on a Saturday. (C4)

The biggest one is when a new player comes into the program
we go andmeet their family. The managers and coaches go and
visit the village to thank them for their support : : : . We find
that because the family support and community support is such
a big thing here the player feels more confident when we’ve
made that connection. (C3)

Developing these interpersonal skill sets would seem impera-
tive for an incoming coach as well as applying that knowledge in
the management of players, as Coach 5 commented.

You probably don’t criticise Polynesians in front of other
people because that’s not their thing : : : . You need to
understand they’re family orientated. Don’t leave them iso-
lated—if a Polynesian is on their own in a cold country, they
won’t play well for you and they’ll be miserable. I’ve learnt
that over time.

In addition to understanding the multicultural nature of their
respective squads and building relationships with players, having
an appreciation of previous team culture was also a fundamental
consideration for the coaches as they acculturated into their new
environment. All coaches reported using a period of time for
observation and fact finding to ascertain what elements of the
culture should remain and which aspects should be removed.

“Whatever It Takes” had been a slogan for the guys who have
been here for seven, eight or nine years. It’s been something
that took them from second bottom in the comp to eventually
winning a title. So that’s a big part of the fabric, so for me to
come and in and go, “I don’t really like that” probably
wouldn’t have been well received. (C4)

Coach 3 was also acutely aware of his position as a foreigner
and cautious of demanding certain expected behaviors that were the
norm in his society of origin but perhaps less common in his
current role.

In other teams you get inundated with kit and you have to wear
particular kit at training and around the hotels but here there is
a culture of being independent and wearing your own stuff at
times—I’ve called it “village time”—they need to have this
space away from what the demands of being a pro player all
the time : : : . Giving them some space at times, being in a
hotel and saying right “Village Time” wear what you want I
think has been an example of creating a positive response.

Coach 3 insisted on a number of performance behaviors but
appeared to integrate these expectations with the cultural norms of
the group. This would seem an important skill set within multicul-
tural settings and particularly pertinent for a coach moving into a
foreign environment, being especially conscious of the efficacy of
enforcing previously held ideals from one cultural context to
another.

As well as identifying what required change, an important
appreciation was judging when to initiate Q17changes. Coaches were
conscious of “wielding the axe” too soon, suggesting a more
gradual tack: “I was very mindful though of not being the know
it all Englishman : : : . Keep your powder dry for 100 days, meet
the players, learn and ask good questions” (C1).

Managing additional personal challenges. The coaches also
identified a number of additional personal challenges when moving
into their current roles. First, two of the coaches found being away
from their family particularly tough: “For me being away from
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family was our biggest challenge” (C4). Two of the coaches also
acknowledged the challenges in modifying their preferred game
strategy as a result of the climatic contrast between the northern and
southern hemispheres, whereas Coach 3 experienced personal
attacks:

One of the toughest things was potentially a bit of racism—

coming to our country as a white man and you are assumed to
have the same perceptions and opinions as every other white
guy that’s been there.

I had a letter handed to me up at a tournament by an eight year
old who was running by—and I had my kids at the tournament
as well—and the letter pretty much slagged me off and I was
only here to take money off the local population and I should
leave the country quickly.

Proactively Managing Player Acculturation

The strategy for integrating foreign players into the coaches’ teams
was managed through informal and formal processes.

Informal processes. For Coach 2, the informal processes
included chats with players over lunch, and Coach 4 hosted a
Christmas Day for players who were away from their families,
affording them an opportunity to showcase their respective national
cuisines.

So, an example would be a couple of Christmases ago : : : we
invited what we called the “orphans.” So, anyone who didn’t
have a family here we hosted for Christmas—a couple of
kiwis, a fewAussies, some Fijians and Tongan—and everyone
had to bring a dish from their own culture. So we had all sorts!
It was a banquet. I think all that sort of stuff allows players to
show a bit of pride about where they’re from.

Creating situations wherein players could come together was
also imperative for Coach 3, who employed strategies that were
perhaps best described as “formal–informal.” Specific grouping of
players at training, for example, encouraged rapport-building
opportunities and more informal chats.

Formal processes. Player recruitment: There was great empha-
sis placed on “getting the right people on the bus” (C1) and, as a
moderating factor prior to acculturation, ensuring that individuals
were the right cultural fit for the team. Coaches’ recruitment criteria
were steered by an individual’s character rather than talent with
coaches strictly selecting players they could “trust” (C1) and who
would “conform to the vision of the group” (C3), respectively.
Taking such a steadfast recruitment stance is perhaps challenging
for teams with slimmer talent pools, so perhaps a more robust
recruitment process might be required wherein players are given
opportunities to prove themselves. Coach 2 alluded to such a
strategy.

We’re a big believer that there’s good in people : : : and so
what we try and do is meet potential new players together as a
coaching group so it’s not just me deciding whether I liked him
or not in the spur of the moment : : : we might meet them a
couple of times or we might meet them with their wives or
mum : : : put them in a situation where you can judge them a
little more.

This coordinated approach to player recruitment, in particular
meeting with members of players’ support network, is perhaps a

useful strategy for coaches. Where talent is potentially at a pre-
mium in certain contexts, finding the appropriate judgment on what
constitutes “good or bad” character seems to be an important
consideration , and ongoing education ensuring that expectations
are clear is Q18another important implication, as Coach 2 stressed.

I’ve seen 18 or 19-year olds who are hard and difficult to deal
with : : : aged 27 they’re magic. I think you’ve got Q19be patient
and you’ve got to educate.

Onboarding process: All five coaches reported meeting suc-
cessfully recruited newcomers to outline the expectations within
their environment, reminding them, “this is how we do things”
(C2). Vital ongoing meetings with senior players ensured clarity by
reemphasizing these nonnegotiable performance behaviors. In
Coach 4’s team, the player leadership group also played an
important part, ensuring that younger players were clear about
their roles and also linking foreign newcomers with established
players from a similar cultural background.

We really drive our leaders to get a strong connectionwith the rest
of the group so they understand if a youngster’s struggling Q20they’d
grab them a go for a coffee and see how things are going—maybe
they’re lacking clarity in what we’re trying to do—or it could be
more of a cultural thing so we’d get one of our more experienced
Fijian boys for example to help out with the new Fijian boy.

Well-being. Player well-being also emerged as key factor in the
acculturation environment of the respective coaches. Q21Coach 3
specifically focused on developing the whole person:

The program here is about improving individuals and it’s an
important Q22we do because the connection we’re making is
rugby can do this for you and move you so far but you’re
going to move yourself beyond that and all your experiences
that you’re having here and your ability to self-mange and self-
determine the next stage of your life will free you up to become
the best player you can be here as well.

In referring to his holistic philosophy, the coach indicated how
he not only prepared his athletes for the rigors of competition but
simultaneously developed skill sets Q23to prepare them for life in and
away from rugby. In a critical link to performance, Coach 4 added,
“If the guys you’re dealing with know that you care about
developing them as rugby players and their career and their life
then they’d generally spill a bit of blood for you.”

Discussion

In response to the first research question regarding elite coaches’
personal acculturation strategies, results revealed the initial step of
gaining a rich understanding of their players’ lives and history,
particularly their ethnic background. In doing so, the coaches
demonstrated the importance of attempting to appreciate the in-
dividuals within the “society of settlement” (Berry, 1997)—or
perhaps, in this context, “team” of settlement—thus helping coa-
ches to inform their practices accordingly. This gathering of
information can also occur prior to starting and can help facilitate
the coaches’ cultural transition (Ryba, Stambulova, & Ronkainen,
2016). Striking relationships with key stakeholders, specifically
senior management, also proved an important aspect of coach
acculturation, and in educating these groups as to the balance
between long-term development and immediate success, the coa-
ches’ hoped to help secure the longevity of their tenure and
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subsequent ability to execute team goals. The role of coaches
handling senior managerial officials while attempting to drive an
effective environment has been previously highlighted by English,
Nash, and Martindale (2020), who revealed challenges such as
disconnected agendas, interfering administrators, and distrust of
board members within the development environment of South
African Cricket. Gaining an understanding of the team’s cultural
landscape and the staged approach to executing any required
change was another key aspect of the coaches’ acculturation
process and evidence of best practice within cultural change
(Cruickshank & Collins, 2015; Cruickshank, Collins, & Minten,
2014).

Concerning the second research question regarding the per-
sonal challenges experienced by the acculturating coaches, they
reported feelings of separation that are common stressors in immi-
grant coaches’ experiences (Schinke et al., 2011) and highlight the
types of family challenges previously shown to be prevalent in elite
coaching (Borges et al., 2015; Felber Charbonneau, Camiré, &
Lemyre, 2020; Joncheray, Burlot, & Julla-Marcy, 2019). For
coaches moving to new roles overseas, having coping strategies
in place to maintain professional and family life balance are
invaluable. The personal attacks experienced by Coach 3, in stark
contrast to the friendly welcoming of Russian gymnastic coaches in
New Zealand (Kerr & Obel, 2018), potentially indicate a degree of
cultural blindness from the hosts expressed through racial stereo-
typing (Schinke et al., 2011). In helping to promote a more positive
perception of an incoming coach and as an important moderating
factor during and potentially before the acculturation process,
Cruickshank et al (2014) suggested adopting an inclusive manage-
ment strategy and gathering support from within the organization,
such as existing staff, as well as managing key external allies and the
messages sent to the wider community. These public relation
behaviors as part of an elite coach’s role (Rynne & Mallett,
2012) would help foster more positive attitudes and social support
within the new society of settlement (Berry, 1997).

Finally, regarding the need to deepen the understanding of
how the hosts support incoming players, the respective coaches’
acculturation environments were examined, and a number of
salient factors emerged. For instance, each of the coaches’ diverse
teams reinforced the positive approach to cultural pluralism
adopted by their respective society (or team) of settlement and
indicated a positive multicultural ideology (Berry & Kalin, 1995).
Allowing players to be themselves may have also fostered more
creative and effective working behaviors (Allende, 2018). Typical
of high-performance environments, however, there were also
explicit expectations regarding performance behaviors, ensuring
that all players, irrespective of their background and culture, were
held accountable for and aligned to the same standards (Schinke &
McGannon, 2014). In the elite sport context, therefore, it might be
appropriate to add “expected performance behaviors” as an addi-
tional element to Berry’s (1997) society of settlement level. At least
one of the coaches, through his “village time,” adopted a more
culturally informed leadership approach and evidently understood
the cultural context of his society of settlement and with it the
implicit expectations of the group he coached. He, therefore,
altered his way of operating and demonstrated an important skill
set within multicultural settings (Duchesne, Bloom, & Sabiston,
2011).

Informal and formal acculturation strategies were also impor-
tant aspects to each of the coaches’ respective environments. The
Christmas gathering hosted by one of the coaches, for example,
may have mitigated the potential feelings of isolation with the

foreign players being away from their families—a common stress
for relocating athletes (Schinke et al., 2011—as well as potentially
influencing the social bonds between team mates, a proven factor
leading to greater team cohesion (Khomutova, 2016). It is also a
reminder for coaches to focus on the acculturation experiences of
individuals in and away from the training environment (Schinke
et al., 2017). A similar shared approach was reported in some
National Hockey League and Major League Baseball franchises,
which rotated various national dishes of their team members in the
player clubhouse (Battochio et al., 2013).

Creating shared acculturation practices, such as “buddy sys-
tems,” was an example of a formal strategy employed in this
research. This type of Q24practice was previously demonstrated among
professional National Hockey League players who were paired
with players of similar shared experiences and cultural back-
grounds, which was an essential factor in the newcomer gaining
a sense of belonging (Battochio et al., 2013). Other formal strate-
gies included onboarding meetings with coaches and senior
players, which are examples of the social support as part of the
moderating factors during acculturation that can augment the
engagement of newcomers and provide a platform for peak per-
formance (Ryba et al., 2018). The scrutiny with which coaches
carried out their decisions on contracting a player was another key
aspect of the acculturation environment. Not only did coaches
access the wider network of players (i.e., family members) to help
inform recruitment, the decisions were also greatly dependent on a
player’s character. The use of networks as a useful tool in the
recruitment process has been previously highlighted (Borges et al.,
2015) with selection based on character commonplace in New
Zealand, for example, where coaches often seek “good buggers”
over skill sets (Hassanin, Light, & Macfarlane, 2018). As revealed
in the results, for teams with slimmer talent pickings, this may
prove to be a particular challenge if a player were poor in character
but rich in talent—short-term results at the price of long-term team
cohesion (Leggat, Smith, & Figgins, 2018).

Finally, the world of elite sport can often be hostile and
unpleasant, and although success can be achieved under such
conditions (Cruickshank & Collins, 2015), there has been a more
recent shift to promote high performance and well-being (Brown &
Arnold, 2019), further evidenced in this research. Integrating well-
being strategies was part of the coaches’ acculturation environments
and a vital aspect of a high-performance coach’s role (Rynne &
Mallett, 2012), Q25with specific examples of developing their players
holistically in a familiar approach to other elite sport settings (Lee &
Price, 2016) and emerging nations (Hall, Jones, & Martindale,
2019). Coaches talked of caring for their players, too, and in a
multicultural context where players might experience acculturative
stress, there may be a need to keep a close eye on player well-being,
ensuring that stress levels are managed and reducing the impact of
demotivation, burnout, and poor performance, for example. This is
perhaps another example where Berry’s (1997) framework could be
modified for elite sport contexts and differentiate “well-being” as a
moderating factor during acculturation.

Conclusion

This article examined five elite rugby union coaches, their personal
acculturation experiences, and how they managed their respective
acculturation environments. Although it represents a small sample
size in a specific context, a number of theoretical and applied
implications emerged.
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Theoretical Implications

Berry’s (1997) framework has been uniquely utilized in this
research as a lens to view the acculturation experiences of elite
coaches and the management of their respective acculturation
environments. Many factors emerged that substantiated previous
“generic” knowledge regardingQ26 how coaches lead and manage
high-performance teams. However, what has also been presented,
and subsequently has driven the theory forward, are the mechan-
isms and nuances of effectively creating and managing a high-
performance team within diverse/multicultural groups as well as
the adaptive leadership practices required to navigate this, maxi-
mizing buy-in across the group. Furthermore, in a similar way to
Rynne and Mallett (2012), several modifications to Berry’s (1997)
original framework might be considered to provide a best fit for this
sample and for future exploration within elite sport contexts. These
include contextualizing group factor terms in elite sport, such as
“team” of settlement, and adding specific moderating variables,
such as player education and holistic development (factors during
acculturation), as well as prior coaching/playing experience of the
incoming individual (factors prior to acculturation). Finally, it
might also be pertinent within an elite sport context to explicitly
recognize “performance outcome” as a key feature of adaptation.

Applied Implications

Several applied implications transpired from the research. First, as
a foreign coach there may be a need to prepare for and manage
potential antipathy from members within the society of settlement,
particularly if the coach isQ27 seen to be taking “one of the local’s jobs”
or enforcing change. An appreciation of when to execute these
changes has been shown to be critical. Then, while importantly
driving key performance behaviors, an appreciation of the cultural
expectations within the environment of settlement and an appro-
priate balance of well-being is noteworthy.

Second, fostering relationships with players and key stake-
holders is a crucial consideration for coaches in this context as well
as the management of new foreign players into the acculturation
environment. Adopting a shared acculturation approach is favor-
able and may help individuals in positively acculturating and,

Q28 ultimately, performing. Further relationship building with internal
stakeholders, such ambitious senior management, and external
stakeholders, such as the media, may also prove useful for manag-
ing expectations and positively managing external messages,
respectively.

Finally, it appears that player recruitment decisions must be as
robust as possible to avoid nonselection of high-quality but poten-
tially problematic players who, under the right circumstances,
could develop and adapt their behavior to fit the culture. As
identified, creating innovative and flexible talent identification
and selection processes as well as accessing “typical” references
from former coaches and/or players may provide a broader view of
whether a player is a good “cultural fit.”

Study Limitations and Future Research

Notwithstanding the strengths of the research, there are some
limitations thatQ29 are important to recognize. First, although the
focus of the research was intentionally aimed at elite coach
acculturation and their management of the acculturation environ-
ment, other relevant opinions (e.g., players’ experience) are miss-
ing, thus cross examination of these coaches’ experiences with
those ofQ30 significant others is not possible. Future research may,

therefore, wish to consider a more holistic representation of a
sporting environment that includes player, assistant coach, support
staff, and senior management opinion. Second, with four out of the
five coaches based in the U.K. coaching 15-a-side male teams, the
this context dominated the Q31research. Furthermore, only four out of
five coaches had experienced acculturation challenges in their
current role. Future research, therefore, may wish to consider a
broader spread of coaches from the top leagues across the world
and, although not revealed in the results, examine coaches with
multiple acculturation experiences including, for example, the
potential challenge of learning a new language as part of the
acculturation process. In addition, a wider selection of seven-a-
side coaches as well as work within other sport contexts may be
explored. Finally, it might be argued that findings may only be
transferable to other male-led, high-performance rugby environ-
ments with subsequent caution in generalizing findings across
sporting milieus.
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