Legal responsibilities of the coach

There are a number of areas where the coach’s duty of care demands attention. Carrying out the following will substantially reduce the chances of a successful claim of negligence against the coach:

1. A safe environment is important

Facilities and equipment must be safe for both the users and others involved in the competition. Adverse weather conditions must also be taken into account during competition and practice sessions.
2. Activities must be adequately planned

Impaired learning ability and injury may be the result of unplanned practice sessions. Using appropriate progressions in teaching new skills, especially potentially dangerous skills, is imperative.

3. Athletes must be evaluated for injury and incapacity

Athletes with an injury or incapacity should not be expected to perform any potentially harmful activity. No athletes should ever be forced to take part in any activity that they do not wish to. Individual differences must be accounted for.

4. Young athletes should not be mismatched

Young athletes should be matched not only according to age, but also height, weight and maturity. Skill levels and experience should also be considered.

5. Safe and proper equipment should be provided

Existing codes and standards for equipment should be met and all equipment should be kept in good order. It should always be adequately repaired so that it is safe to use at all times.
6. Athletes must be warned of the inherent risks of the sport

The inherent risks of any sport can only be legally accepted by the participants if they know, understand and appreciate those risks. In some situations, even such a warning may not be enough, for example where young people are involved in a school activity.

7. Activities must be closely supervised

Adequate supervision is necessary to ensure the practice environment is as safe as possible. Each sport will have its own specific requirements in this regard.

8.  Coaches should know first aid
Coaches should have a knowledge of the basic emergency procedures and keep up to date on them. Coaches should know STOP (Stop, Talk, Observe, Prevent further injury) and RICE (Rest, Ice, Compression, Elevation) procedures for managing injuries. Coaches should have a written emergency plan and ensure that appropriate medical assistance is available. At the very least, coaches should ensure nothing is done that will aggravate the injury.
9.  Clear written rules for practice and general conduct are necessary

Many injuries are the result of fooling around in change rooms and practice venues. Clear written rules should be developed for general conduct and behaviour in such situations. 
10. Coaches should keep accurate records

Adequate records are useful aids to planning and are essential in all cases of injury.  Record cards should be kept on all athletes, including relevant general and medical information and progress reports. Accident reports (not diagnoses) should be made as soon as possible after each injury occurs. 

(Adopted from R. Martens [1990] Successful Coaching. Champaign, III: Leisure Press.)
