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Introduction  

Voluntary involvement in sports coaching in local communities is widespread within Europe. In the 
European Commission’s (2010) Eurobarometer on sport and physical activity, 7% of respondents indicated 
that they gave their time to these activities. In Sweden, the rate was 18% which, together with Finland, was 
the highest level in the European Union. 

Sport is an important part of many people’s lives in Sweden, and children’s and young people’s sport 
is a central component of youth politics in the country (Peterson, 2008). Compared to countries such as the 
USA, Canada and the UK, where sport is strongly connected to the school system, Sweden and the other 
Scandinavian countries have a culture of sport clubs based on voluntary leadership (Toftegaard Stöckel et al., 
2010). In 2014, almost 70% of Swedish children aged 7-14 years report belonging to a sports club and 
Sweden had approximately 755,000 voluntary trainers, coaches, leaders and board members spread across 
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23,000 sports clubs (Swedish Sports Confederation, 2014). Soccer is the most participated in sport. The 
Swedish Football Association1 is divided into 21 regional football associations, which locally administer 
almost 3,200 clubs with a total of 650,000 players (Swedish Sports Confederation, 2014). 

This paper focuses on voluntary youth soccer coaches’ visions and thoughts about leadership support, 
analysed from a health promotion perspective. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), health 
includes physical, mental and social well-being and can be seen as a resource for everyday life (WHO, 
1986). Huber et al. (2011, p. 4166) define health “as the ability to adapt and to self-manageˮ, and the WHO 
(1986, p. 1) defines health promotion as “the process of enabling people to increase control over, and to 
improve, their health. To reach a state of physical, mental and social well-being, an individual or group 
should be able to identify and realise aspirations, satisfy needs, and change or cope with the environmentˮ . 
Well-being therefore comprises subjectively-constructed self-evaluations of experienced health, and health 
promotion is the process of supporting these subjective constructions of health. 

 

Coaching in youth sport 

In its White Paper on Sport, the European Commission (2007) highlighted sport as the most important 
social movement for health-enhancing physical activity, and identified it as an arena for promoting 
volunteerism, active citizenship and positive values (e.g., respect for others, solidarity and fair-play). 
Tensions, however, may be present in sports for children and youth. Skille’s (2010) study of Norwegian 
sports clubs suggested that competition was the core business of many clubs and that other outcomes 
(e.g., health) were unintended. Skille (2010) argues that policymakers need realistic expectations about 
sports clubs. In daily activities, the voluntary coach has to deliver on a twofold mission, balancing 
knowledge and personality development (Hertting, 2010). Kidman and Lombardo (2010) have advanced the 
notion of humanistic coaching to describe the role of the coach in facilitating and assisting children. 
As Recours, Souville, and Griffet (2004) highlight, competition is rarely the most important reason cited by 
children for participating in sports: in their study, children emphasised intrinsic motives and sharing the 
experience of participating with others. 

Involvement in children’s sports links closely to family life, and Wheeler (2011), and Green et al. 
(2015) highlighted how sports cultures are transmitted through families. A study by the Swedish Sports 
Confederation (2004) showed that 80% of parents were involved in their own children’s sports club. Since 
fathers were more likely to claim expertise in sports, Coakley (2006) suggested that fathers more frequently 
act as coaches. 

Coaching children in sports could present an opportunity to promote health literacy among children 
and young people, i.e., by enabling individuals “to exert greater control over their health and the range of 
personal, social and environmental determinants of healthˮ  (Nutbeam, 2008, p. 2074). There are good 
examples of this win-win situation in sports training and health education (e.g., Fuller et al., 2014). 

 

Leader support 

Being a coach in community sports is, according to Cronin and Armour (2015), both a public 
(e.g., carrying out a training session for children) and a private act (e.g., planning and professional practice). 
Coaches also interact with parents, teachers, carers and private providers, where they may need support in 
establishing and communicating boundaries as well as developing their professional identities (Cronin, 
& Armour, 2015). In a study with Australian coaches in individual and team sports, McLean, and Mallet 
(2012) found four main motivators: connectedness to sport, the desire to develop as a coach, external 
influences, and inner drive (e.g., enjoyment of and passion for sports). Being a voluntary coach can be 
stressful. According to Wiersma, and Sherman (2005), having a limited amount of time to volunteer, 

                                                           
1 When the term “associationˮ is mentioned in the paper, it hereafter refers to the Swedish Football Association at 
a regional or national level. 
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especially when having children of their own, was described as stressful by coaches. Solstad, van Hoye and 
Omundsen (2015) highlighted parent’s pressure on coaches, and Piper, Taylor, and Garratt (2012) stressed 
how a “no touchˮ culture can negatively affect coach recruitment, effectiveness and relationships. Coaches 
need support and, for example, Ryan and Sagas (2011) found that supervisory support for coaches reduced 
conflicts and enriched their work. Gilbert, and Trudel (2001, p. 32) argued that “coaching podsˮ, where 
“coaches of teams within similar athlete age groups form a peer network and discuss coaching issuesˮ, can 
serve as useful support structures for coaches in community-based sports associations, Griffiths, and Armour 
(2012) have suggested that mentoring can develop voluntary coaches’ competence. Coaching is often 
a practical activity, and coaches may require support in coaching practice to adapt to their specific contexts 
(Nelson, Cushion, & Potrac, 2013; Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2014). This means a shift in focus from 
formal coach education to ongoing coach development. 

In a recent review of voluntary coaches as community assets, Griffiths, and Armour (2014) point out 
that it is challenging for sports associations to function as health promotion settings, as competition is such 
a dominant value in sports. Kokko et al. express this difficulty as follows: 

“it is understandable that sports performance is seen as the clubs’ core-business, but… it is 
disappointing from the health promotion perspective that clubs are not fulfilling own stated 
healthy lifestyle objectivesˮ (Kokko et al., 2011, p. 459). 

Griffiths and Armour (2012) stress that coaches need support and education if sports associations are 
to realise those health benefits. This aligns with the work of Surujlal, and Nguyen (2011), who argue that 
coaches’ own health and wellbeing is a prerequisite to educate and inspire others. In addition, Stebbings, 
Taylor, and Spray (2015) argued that coaches who experience higher levels of positive affect are more likely 
to trust their athlete’s abilities and encourage empowering possibilities for these athletes. This is supported 
by Alcaraz, Torregrosa, and Viladrich (2015), who suggested that coaches who experience psychological 
well-being more likely develop healthy relationships with athletes. 

Studying community-based sports clubs as health promotion settings is a relatively underdeveloped 
research area (Kokko et al., 2011; Grifiths, & Armour, 2014). Kokko et al. (2011) found that while sports 
clubs may be active in certain health prevention areas, such as injury prevention, sleep/ rest and being 
physically active when ill, a holistic approach to health promotion is largely absent in sports clubs. Van Hoye 
et al. (2015) have pointed to the lack of support structures and education for implementing health promotion 
activities in sports clubs and associations. Meganck et al. (2015), however, stated that more recently-founded 
sports clubs who offer a variety of sports are more likely to offer health promotion activities. 

 

Aim of this paper 

Studies dealing with sports coaches’ well-being have often focused on pathogenic aspects of health 
and on professional leaders and their well-being. Fletcher and Scott’s (2010) review showed that mental 
stress negatively affects coaches, and burnout among coaches has also generated significant research interest 
(Hjälm et al., 2007; Ryska, 2009; Gustafsson, Hancock, & Côte, 2014). However, there is a limited body of 
research focused on promoting sports coaches’ health and well-being. In this paper, therefore, we set out to 
explore voluntary youth coaches’ thoughts regarding leadership support from clubs and soccer associations. 
We focused specifically on the experiences and perceptions of youth soccer coaches. 

 

Methods 

This paper analysed responses to an open-ended qualitative question posed as part of a larger study, 
which used an online questionnaire to investigate experiences of coaching, knowledge and stress among 
Swedish voluntary youth soccer coaches. Coaches were selected through systematic sampling. The starting 
point for sampling was a list of soccer clubs detailed at www.idrottonline.se where the majority of the 
Swedish sports clubs are registered. The Swedish Football Association is divided into 21 regional football 
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associations. From each regional association, every 10th club was selected. The first club on the list was 
randomly chosen and after that every 10th club was selected. In each club, the head coach of every youth 
team (6-18 years of age) was invited to participate, which meant that more than one coach could represent 
one club. Due to the underrepresentation of women in the sample, if there were two or more coaches for 
a team and one coach was female, she was selected. 

In total, 1,514 coaches received the questionnaire via email. The email contained a link to the database 
Education Survey Automation Suite (EvaSys) on-line system. 

In addition, information conforming to Swedish law concerning the ethical conduct of research 
(SFS, 2008) was provided, making it clear that participation in the research study was voluntary, and that 
participants were free to withdraw at any time without giving a reason why. The law also stresses 
confidentiality, which means that unauthorised persons have no access to the data collected. After two 
weeks, a follow-up reminder was sent, and in total 764 coaches (50.5% of the sample, 78.5% men and 21.5% 
women) responded to the online questionnaire. Three-hundred and seventy-five coaches answered the one 
question which formed the basis for this paper: namely, how would you describe the support you, as a coach, 
would like to receive from clubs and associations? 

Responses to this open question were analysed using a hermeneutic phenomenological method 
inspired by van Manen (1997). The process of analysis began by reading all of the coaches’ written 
reflections before initial discussion of the results. Similarities and differences were noted and discussed. 
These were combined to identify different aspects of the coaches’ visions and thoughts. Four themes were 
identified in the responses given. Finally, we chose illustrative quotations to exemplify each of the themes, 
giving voice to the participating coaches. According to Polit, and Beck (2004), this use of quotations can 
enhance a study’s credibility. 

 

Findings 

Four themes emerged from the analysis: 

1. Financial and other resources support; 
2. Recognition of contribution; 
3. Sense of belonging to a value-based association; and 
4. Positive coach development. 

 

Financial and other resources support 

Coaches perceived the need for additional financial support for sports associations but also expressed 
understanding of the need to think about resources beyond money, since most clubs relied on voluntary 
work. According to the respondents, clubs in general do not have the means to compensate for the time 
volunteers spend coaching and this has negative consequences. As one coach explained: 

“It is voluntary work, which also means that it is difficult to set too high of demands on the 
coaches. As a result of this, the club may not reach its goalsˮ . 

Although coaches rarely emphasised financial compensation, cutting back on a few working hours in 
their day job and allocating more time to coaching could, in coaches’ minds, lead to higher quality provision. 
Some coaches suggested receiving financial compensation for subsequent salary losses. They also suggested 
the provision of proper equipment was a way to support the teams they worked with, in order to switch the 
focus of their role from chasing resources to carrying out high quality training. With respect to both finance 
and other resources, respondents expressed understanding and tolerance, and their criticism was rarely 
directed towards clubs but rather towards governing bodies. Coaches suggested more national governmental 
support for the clubs, for example tax reductions to non-profit organisations and specifically to youth sport 
organisations that were responsible for educating and fostering the next generation of citizens. Along with 
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visions of the future, there was also a sense of worry in the coaches’ thoughts about the tradition of 
voluntarism in youth soccer coaching. One of them wrote: 

“I think it is going to be more and more difficult to find voluntary coaches in the future… I think 
that our politicians and associations must decide to, for example, reduce the taxes for voluntary 
leaders and people working in similar settings. I am worried for the future, considering how 
many voluntary leaders there are today, and the important role these leaders play for the youth. 
What will we do in Sweden if we don’t have all these leaders to guide our youth?ˮ. 

However, respondents also saw possibilities for improvement if conditions were better. They 
envisioned greater financial support making it possible for more children to afford to participate in sports 
(e.g., through the provision of free workout clothes and soccer boots). 

 

Recognition of contribution 

Coaches described the importance of being seen, heard and appreciated for their voluntary work. One 
aspect of recognition was being supported by both the local club and the association. It was important to feel 
valued for their special contribution and appreciated for their efforts. One coach said, to be “…more 
appreciated, (I want to) be invited to social events with other coaches and receive clothes to wear when 
coachingˮ. Others cited others ways appreciation and support could be shown, for example being welcomed, 
seen and heard, and valued. Some coaches described situations where they experienced appreciation and 
support: 

“I was welcomed with open arms even though I had not played soccer… they listened to me 
when I had something to say… and asked me how they could be of help when the (coaching) 
burden was too heavy to carryˮ. 

The coaches experienced the need for support not only from clubs and associations, but also from 
parents. As one coach expressed: “The most important thing is that the parents line up and help out with 
miscellaneous tasks so that I do not feel so alone and have to juggle with everything by myselfˮ. Good 
communication through regular dialogue with the club and association made coaches feel valued. They 
appreciated having good contact with the club manager, who had a wide network including national and 
local associations, and with other coaches. Coaches expressed the need for easily accessible information and 
inclusion in conversations about matters concerning themselves. Receiving the education needed to do their 
job made a big difference. One coach talked positively about the importance of “having the opportunity to 
(receive) good education so I continue to develop in my role as a coachˮ. 

Receiving feedback was another way to be supported, according to the coaches, and they desired 
different ways of receiving feedback. Coaches could watch each other coach and then discuss the pros and 
cons of different coaching styles. Participating in the development of the club and getting information about 
policies were important for the coaches, which included information about expectations about their role as 
coaches. Trust was another aspect of recognition, coaches reported that being trusted to do a good coaching 
job contributed to successful coaching. One coach wrote that it was important that: “players and parents have 
confidence in meˮ. 

 

Sense of belonging to a value-based association 

Coaches felt that feeling they belonged to a value-based association was a positive feature of their 
work. It was easier to be a coach when the club had clear policies and guidelines and commitment from the 
board. Respondents argued that close cooperation within clubs and soccer associations made a positive 
difference. One coach wrote: “it would be terrific if someone from the football association could join us at 
training sessionsˮ. Coaches experienced the need for common policy at the club level with regards to player 
selection, competition and talent development, as well as rules for how to handle difficult situations. One 
wrote: 



PHYSICAL CULTURE AND SPORT. STUDIES AND RESEARCH 
 

74    2016 • VOLUME LXX 

“There must be a set agenda where you cooperate from senior to children’s soccer. More 
commitment from the board… it would be terrific if someone from the football association could 
join us at training sessions and so onˮ. 

Coaches also wrote about the importance of having a good introduction to the coaching mission when 
starting off as a coach. Suggestions on how this could be done included a proper oral introduction with 
practical information and a booklet for new coaches. Receiving information helped generate a sense of 
belonging to the club; however, coaches also needed dialogue about coaching challenges to fully feel 
included. In value-based associations, issues of justice, for example between boys and girls, between elite 
clubs and social clubs, and between clubs in cities and in the countryside should be openly discussed. 
According to the coaches, a forum where a discussion about these matters could take place would help them 
in their work. They argued for ongoing dialogue to promote a sense that all participants in the club were 
valued. They also described the need for dialogue with football associations, as the associations could assist 
with the development of their long-term plans. 

 

Positive coach development 

Coaches experienced a social mission that went beyond coaching soccer to include positively 
influencing children and society as a whole. Respondents considered education an important tool in the 
process of becoming a successful coach, so as to educate young people to become not only good soccer 
players but also good human beings. In addition, they expressed the need to be supported in their visions of 
making a contribution far beyond soccer. This included reinforcing values such as egalitarianism, equality 
and lifelong learning. One coach suggested: “Move the focus from team to individuals and from performance 
to development… (instead of) ʻit is the team winning̓. I prefer hearing ʻthere are individuals developingʼˮ. 
Coaches also underscored the importance of treating each other with tact, and suggested the association 
provide education about good behaviour, including how coaches might talk respectfully with referees and 
good practices for parents to support their children’s behaviour. Coaches’ experiences highlighted their own 
educational needs as well as those of parents, and ways in which these might be satisfied individual coaching 
and support sessions using the web and telephone. One coach wrote: 

“Offer education, preferably web-based… I don’t have the time to spend five hours a day for 
three days or whatever it takes, instead of this do one day with practical activities and then the 
rest on the webˮ. 

Another tool was knowledge exchange. Coaches suggested that soccer clubs facilitate the exchange of 
experiences among the clubs’ coaches and with other clubs’ coaches; at times, coaches could even switch 
teams and participate in each other’s practices. A mentor, who could be a fellow coach or a parent with 
coaching experience, could also offer support. One coach suggested: “I’m sure there are a lot of parents who 
has been active as coaches… who can be helping out when building a new teamˮ. 

 

Discussion 

There are limitations of this study. The coaches’ responses may have been affected by their varying 
abilities to express their thoughts in writing, by their beliefs about expectations from researchers, or by their 
different interpretations of the open-ended question. Another limitation is the number of respondents (375 
from the original sample of 1,514 coaches), even though the study do not claim statistical generalisations. 
Interviews would have allowed for more in-depth responses, compared to the broader image presented by 
375 written reflections. Indeed, these considerations were prominent in our minds throughout analysis, and 
we suggest that the results be viewed in light of these methodological considerations. 

In this paper, we set out to explore voluntary youth coaches’ thoughts regarding leadership support 
from clubs and soccer associations. We focused specifically on the experiences and perceptions of youth 
soccer coaches. The analysis resulted in four themes, which will be further discussed in this section. 
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In the theme sense of belonging to a value-based association, the coaches identified supporting factors 
such as policy, following a set agenda in the club and trust, which could be interpreted as a consequence of 
value conflicts in sport for children and youth (Skille, 2010; Hertting, 2010). The coaches expressed needs to 
belong to value-based clubs, whether focused on social values, competitive ideas or a combination of both. 
From a health promotion perspective, Kokko et al. (2011), and Griffiths, and Armour (2013) found that too 
much emphasis on competitive values can decrease holistic views on health and well-being. Policy, a set 
agenda, trust and communication can therefore be viewed as health-promoting structures for coaches. 

Coaches showed awareness of the resource situation facing many clubs, which was expressed in the 
theme financial and other resources support. In particular, lack of financial support and human resources 
could constrain development. This could be an expression of a well-established Nordic voluntary club 
culture as illuminated by Toftegard Stöckel et al. (2010), meeting demands from labour market. 

With respect to the third theme, positive coach development, coaches wanted opportunities to discuss 
coaching challenges with fellow coaches. Respondents wished to develop their leadership abilities, but not 
necessarily in formal education settings. Particular, they expressed the need for on-going coach development 
through the innovative use of information and communication technology, mentorship and local networking. 
This aligned with findings from Wiersma, and Sherman (2005), Nelson, Cushion, and Potrac (2013), and 
Camiré, Trudel, and Forneris (2014). 

Echoing Griffiths, and Armour (2012), mentorship could occur within clubs in a system where 
experienced coaches support beginning coaches, an arrangement supported by the idea of situated learning 
(Lave, & Wenger, 1991). The concept of coaching pods, as introduced by Gilbert, and Trudel (2001), can 
serve as exchange networks between coaches from different clubs. These coaching pods could also be based 
on ICT, which increases spatial and temporal flexibility. 

According to participating coaches, appreciation and influence helped individuals do a good job and 
aided personal development and well-being. This was highlighted in the theme recognition of contribution. 
Aspects of recognition included being seen and heard, receiving feedback, being included in communication, 
cooperating with others and experiencing appreciation for voluntary work, which corresponds with findings 
from McLean, and Mallet (2012). 

According to Ghaye (2008), appreciation can be a positive force for development on personal, group 
and organisational levels, which was also expressed by the coaches. Appreciation is a process that includes 
looking for what is positive and supportive of human well-being (Ghaye et al., 2008). To recognise and 
strengthen health-promoting aspects of support to coaches, appreciation may be a helpful tool for sport clubs 
and associations. 

In summary, the coaches identified values, money, education and appreciation as factors that 
supported their voluntary commitment as coaches. These factors can promote coaches’ well-being and health 
literacy. The levels of health literacy are, according to Nutbeam (2008), the achievement of a level of 
knowledge, personal skills and confidence to take action to improve personal and community health by 
changing personal lifestyles and living conditions. Nutbeam (2008) concluded that coaches with high levels 
of health literacy may help educate children, as health literacy increases the capability of influencing others 
towards healthy decisions. This idea has been supported by the findings of Surujlal, and Nguyen (2011), 
Stebbings et al. (2015), and Alcaraz et al. (2015), in the context of sports. Therefore, we argue that by 
promoting coaches’ health and well-being, sport clubs and associations can increase the likelihood that 
coaches, in turn, promote children’s health and personal development through sports. 
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