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Abstract 
Knowingly or not, coaches create psychological 
climates (how a session feels to a participant) 
that directly influence young people’s experience 
of sport. The Empowering Coaching for Doorstep 
Sport (EC4DS) workshop is an evidence-based 
coach education programme that aims to help 
those working in community sport understand and 
develop more empowering climates to support 
quality motivation and engagement in sport. 
Twelve managers and coaches of the community 
sport programme, doorstep sport, who attended 
the workshop were interviewed to explore their 
development of Empowering Coaching strategies 
and application into practice. Data analysis 
interpreted three overarching themes that captured 
the coaching strategies used to create more 

empowering (and less disempowering) sessions: 
(a) giving young people ‘voice and choice’; (b) 
equal inclusion; and (c) communication for growth. 
Those interviewed felt changes in their coaching 
behaviours, which they implemented following 
the EC4DS workshop, led to increased recruitment 
of young people to sessions, as well as retention 
over the long term and overall enjoyment of 
sessions. Young people who attended doorstep sport 
sessions led by an EC4DS-trained leader were also 
interviewed, and reported their experiences to be 
fun, engaging and welcoming. 

Keywords: empowering coaching, coach education, 
motivational climate, well-being.
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Introduction 
Sport England’s (2016) policy, Towards an Active 
Nation, emphasised the importance of the quality  
of sporting experiences. Research  
supports this view, that how a programme is 
delivered, particularly for young people, is more 
important for positive engagement and well-being 
than the content of what is being delivered (Bean  
et al., 2018). 

What a coach says and does, and how he or she 
structures a session, creates a psychological 
environment that has implications for sport 
participants’ motivation and quality of engagement 
(Duda and Balaguer, 2007). This environment is 
often referred to as a motivational climate and can 
be marked by empowering and disempowering 
features. Empowering climates promote more 
autonomous involvement in sport (ie participating 
because one wants to, because one loves the 
activity). This is done via behaviours that support 
participants’ feelings of: (a) autonomy – they feel 
their views matter and they can be involved in 
decision making; (b) belonging – that they are 
connected and respected; and (c) competence – that 
they are able to meet the demands being asked of 
them. These ideas are derived from a perspective on 
motivation called self-determination theory (Ryan 
and Deci, 2017; Duda, 2013). See Figure 1.

Delivering community sport programmes in the 
‘right way’ is a philosophy embedded within 
the doorstep sport programme pioneered by 
StreetGames, one of the UK’s leading sport for 
development charities. Doorstep sport provides 
informal sporting opportunities for young people in 

Figure 1: The relationship between coaching strategies and quality of young people’s 
engagement in sport
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disadvantaged communities. To help coaches create 
motivational climates for optimising participant 
engagement in doorstep sport, StreetGames formed 
a partnership with the Empowering Coaching™ 
team at the University of Birmingham to develop a 
bespoke six-hour workshop underpinned by over 
30 years of research. The overall aim of the project 
being to improve community sport engagement in 
terms of recruitment and retention of young people 
and participant enjoyment. 

The Empowering Coaching for Doorstep Sport 
(EC4DS) workshop starts with classroom-based 
training entailing information about what 
Empowering Coaching is via interactive activities 
and self-reflection. This part of the workshop 
focuses on optimising coaches’ understanding of 
differences in motivation among doorstep sport 
participants, the different climates coaches create, 
and the impact these have for young people’s sport 
engagement. The second part of EC4DS is practical; 
after learning about more empowering principles, 
coaches have a chance to put what they have 
learnt into practice. Further group discussion and 
opportunities to self-reflect brings the day to  
its conclusion.

Since its launch, 216 community sport leaders have 
attended EC4DS workshops from doorstep sport 
and other community sport projects and groups. The 
current case study focuses on the learning journeys 
of some of the coaches who attended EC4DS by 
examining how it has changed their approach 
to delivering doorstep sport sessions, as well as 
understanding the impact these changes have had 
on young people’s experience of the programme.
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Method 
From May 2018 to February 2019, four managers 
and eight coaches from five different community 
groups were interviewed. Nine young participants 
(age range 15–22 years) took part in an interview 
(n = 4) or focus group (n = 5) to offer their account 
of community sport sessions they attend led 
by coaches who received the EC4DS training. 
Interviews and focus groups were audio recorded 
and each lasted between 30 and 60 minutes, 
and were transcribed verbatim. Transcripts were 
subject to interpretative phenomenological analysis, 
an analytical approach that seeks to interpret 
the individual experience of each interviewee 
while looking for commonalities within similar 
demographic groups (Smith and Osborn, 2004).

Results 
Following analysis of the data, managers and 
coaches who attended the EC4DS workshop stated 
that they found ways to embed empowering 
strategies into their current coaching practices. In 
some cases, the training facilitated coaches’ ability 
to recognise and enhance existing ‘good’ practices 
and change behaviours which might be less than 
optimal for creating more empowering climates. 
Also, via the EC4DS workshop, coaches had the 
opportunity to develop new strategies which 
would be more likely to optimise young people’s 
experiences of doorstep sport. Each manager 
and coach developed their own idiosyncratic 
‘empowering’ strategies to best fit individual 
coaching styles, and are captured within three 
overarching themes of giving young people ‘voice 
and choice’, equal inclusion, and communication  
for growth. See Figure 2.

Figure 2. Strategy themes coaches adopted following the EC4DS workshop
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Supporting autonomy: giving young people  
‘voice and choice’  
The quality of the relationship coaches form with 
young participants is key to the success of doorstep 
sport. Coaches often create protected and inclusive 
environments. This is illustrated by one coach 
who said for the young people who attended his 
sessions, “at least for these three hours [they’re] 
safe, [they’re] getting fed and [they’re] a kid again”. 
From the workshop, many coaches recognised this 
existing approach to coaching practice supported 
young people’s sense of belonging, helping young 
people feel cared for and welcome. The workshop 
also helped coaches to identify new strategies 
to support a sense of autonomy by giving young 
people opportunities to input into sessions through 
young people: (a) being given a choice over what 
sports and activities they want to do; (b) being 
allowed to genereate rules and regulations; and  
(c) having an opportunity to provide feedback to  
the coach. 

Participant-chosen sports and activities 
Before the workshop, many coaches assumed what 
young people wanted to do and rarely provided 
a choice of activities. As one coach said: “When I 
first started doing it, it was football, and whatever 
else for the girls, and you didn’t even ask them. 
You came, and that was what’s going on. So when 
the tutor said, I was like ‘wow, that makes a big 
difference, they might not even like football’.” 

The same coach explained further, “now, when I go 
to a session I can go and say ‘right, what  
do you want to do?’”. Instead of preparing  
sport-specific content, session plans centre on 
organising equipment for multiple sports to provide 
meaningful choice to the 8–30 young people who 
attend. “You can’t plan it, you just do what the kids 
want to do, you give them the option, so usually I 
have a basketball, a football, some dodgeballs and 
a handball and you just sort of say to them what 
would you like to do and they will tell you, and you 
just do what they want to do.”

Participant-generated rules and regulations 
In recognising the importance of being autonomy 
supportive, some coaches sought other 
opportunities to give participants greater input into 
how sessions are run in terms of expectations of 
behaviour, and by what rules the sports were to be 
played. Working within agreed codes of conduct sets 
clear boundaries for session engagement of what is 
acceptable and what is not.

Participant feedback for session development 
Prior to attending the EC4DS workshop, many 
coaches trusted and drew from their own coach 
education, previous sport experiences, and 
reflections to inform session delivery and ongoing 
session development. Many coaches did not think 
of asking participants for their views: “I never used 
to ask them what they think, ‘nice session, see you 
next week’.” Through discussions round what is 
meant by and the benefits of being more autonomy 
supportive, the workshop helped coaches see the 
value of gaining the views of young people and 
identified opportunities for their honest reflections 
to be given. In a project led by one of the coaches 
interviewed, time during sessions is now protected 
for feedback and reflections. “When [we] finish, [I] 
ask them ‘how do you think it went?’, ‘could [I] make 
it better?’ Take their opinions.” This coach then 
used this feedback to improve session content and 
delivery, and demonstrate that the young people’s 
voices were valued and had been heard. 

Supporting belonging: equal inclusion 
Coaches found new ways to create doorstep 
sport environments that are more inclusive to all 
participants. As one coach indicated: “Before the 
workshop, if you [the young person] wanted to 
sit there and moan you could sit there and moan. 
But now it’s encouraging them and doing it with 
a smile.” A volunteer coach reflected that we try 
to ensure “…everyone is equal in the activity”. 
This view of inclusivity was reinforced through 
more empowering (and less disempowering) coach 
behaviours of fair-team selection, not showing 
favourites, and eliminating language that compares 
young people with other members of the group  
(eg winners versus runners-up).

Supporting competence: communication for growth 
The workshop helped coaches understand that 
when, why and how young people experience 
competence can vary from person to person. To 
help young people develop a robust and resilient 
sense of competence, it is best to focus on oneself 
(how one is improving and trying hard), rather 
than constantly comparing with others. One coach 
recognised that he sees many young people in 
the sessions whose competence is dependent on 
where they perceive their abilities rank against 
others. The coach now adopts language to help 
young participants reflect more on their own skill 
development, rather than worry how they rate 
within the group. In his words: “I tell them that it 
doesn’t matter that that child is better than you, he’s 
just had more practice than you. But if you practise 
more and train harder, you can get to the same level 
as him or better. It isn’t about how good they are, 
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it’s about believing in yourself and working hard to 
get to that level.” 

The workshop also helped coaches understand that 
giving praise for its own sake is not necessarily 
empowering and indeed could be disempowering. 
After participating in EC4DS, the coaches indicated 
that they now try to populate their feedback with 
information that young people can use to learn 
about their strengths. For example, “nice touch, good 
pass”. To develop skills, we give them little pointers, 
of things that they can do to make them even better 
than what they’re doing, and highlight progress they 
have made: “When you first started you couldn’t 
play…and your first week playing, you’ve got to the 
third round, you didn’t think you were going to even 
score a goal but look, if you try.” 

EC4DS impact on doorstep sport participants 
Many managers and coaches reported that following 
their engagement in the EC4DS workshop, their 
perception was that young people enjoyed doorstep 
sport sessions more because of the greater control 
and degree of ownership they have been given. 

As one coach stated, “giving them more control 
makes them enjoy it more because they haven’t got 
someone shouting at them saying ‘we’re doing this!’”. 
One manager said: “I feel like their voices are heard 
and they have got a voice and that they can make 
their own decisions, and no one needs to make them 
for them.” Coaches and managers also suggested 
that they see more young people attending doorstep 
sport sessions on a more regular basis: “If they go 
away positive, they are going to tell their friends…
they are going to sell it and bring their friends.”

These overall positive feelings about the doorstep 
sport sessions were echoed by the young 
people themselves. The young people who were 
interviewed stated that they “feel happy” at the 
sessions and “really excited to come”, and feel like 
coaches have created an inclusive environment 
where “all of us speak to each other every single 
week, not one week have we left anyone out”. It’s 
a place where friendships are formed within the 
community, “they are my best friends I never met. 
Like when you go on holiday and you meet new 
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people and you don’t want to ever leave them”. 
Compared with other settings young people attend 
(eg school), young people felt they were accepted 
and therefore could be themselves. 

“Everyone in here will accept you for you, whereas 
in other places you have to pretend to be someone 
else so that they won’t judge you.” Taken together, 
these perceptions of doorstep sport seem to 
contribute to young people placing an emphasis on 
having fun. “We don’t really take much care about 
how well we are doing in the sports, we just try and 
have as much fun as we can.” 

Conclusion 
Coach-created motivational climates directly impact 
the quality of participants’ motivation for sport 
participation and in turn the extent to which they 
enjoy sport, want to return week after week, and 
their well-being experienced in and potentially 
through sport. The current case study shows 
examples of how the Empowering Coaching for 
Doorstep Sport (EC4DS) workshop has enhanced 
manager and coach understanding of coach-created 
climates and the impact these have on the quality 
of young people’s participation, relevant features of 
coaching behaviour, and implications for long-term 
quality of engagement in doorstep sport. Coaches 
developed empowering strategies (and reduced 
disempowering behaviours) to enhance participant 
motivation. Reported perceptions of the impact of 
creating more empowering climates in doorstep 
sport included increased participant recruitment, 
greater levels of enjoyment, and greater investment 
of effort and skill development. 

Note: This project is made possible through funding 
from the Economic Social Research Council.
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