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Abstract
Current coach recruitment activity tends to focus 
on the altruistic function of a coach: promoting 
the role as an opportunity to help people or give 
something back to the community. This article 
argues that coaches also receive a benefit from 
their activities through increased physical activity 
and the associated health benefits. It is argued 
that recruitment and retention of coaches could be 
improved if these benefits were promoted more 
widely. People who work with coaches should not 
shy away from promoting the personal benefits that 
coaches experience from their role. 

Combining existing research in volunteer and coach 
motivation with evidence from a national survey of 
20,000 adults, this article demonstrates that being 
a coach leads to an increase in physical activity, 
and that for many people might be the only activity 
they get.

Setting the scene
There is now compelling scientific evidence that 
increased levels of physical activity can bring 
wide-ranging health benefits. Inactivity has been 
described as a silent killer by the Department of 
Health (DoH) in the UK. To stay healthy, the DoH 
recommends that adults should try to be active 
daily and aim to achieve at least 150 minutes of 
physical activity over a week, through a variety of 
activities. Making activity part of everyday life is 
one of the easiest ways to meet these targets. 

The sport and physical activity sector is often 
viewed as a priority area for increasing rates of 
physical activity. Within this, coaches are seen as an 
enabler of these benefits due to their role in getting 
people active and retaining them in activity. 

However, do coaches also receive a health benefit 
from being a coach? This dual benefit of volunteers 
helping others and themselves at the same time was 
identified in the UK government’s strategy, Towards 
an Active Nation1. To date, there is no research 
about the levels of physical activity, and associated 
health benefits, that coaches experience through 
their coaching activities. 
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Given that there are over three million 
coaches in the UK, and six million people have 
coached within the last five years2, these are 
considerable benefits that are being missed. 
This article suggests that more should be done 
to promote the health benefits of being a coach 
– an approach that could, in turn, improve both 
the recruitment and retention of coaches.

Theories of motivation
One of the more systematic approaches to volunteer 
motivations was undertaken by Ram Cnaan and 
Robin Goldberg-Glen in the early 1990s. Their 
review of different volunteer motivation studies 
identified 28 significant motivations. 

After empirically testing these motivations they 
concluded that volunteers act on a number of 
motives rather than one. In effect, coaches are both 
altruistic and egotistic; they not only give but they 
also get back some type of reward or satisfaction.  

Within coaching, motivation research has tended 
to follow similar lines with research about intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivations most common. Again, the 
results show coaches are generally motivated by a 
mix of both; they appreciate the values inherent in 
the act of coaching but also the benefits of taking 
part in that act.

However, more focus tends to be given to 
intrinsic values when considering coach 
motivation. This probably reflects the larger 
body of knowledge around motivational climate 
for participants and positive development 
cultures that promote intrinsic values (player 
development) over extrinsic values (results). 

The impact that someone’s motivation has on 
recruitment and retention was tested by American 
psychologists Gil Clary and colleagues with their 
Volunteer Function Inventory. This model assumes 
that individuals are motivated to volunteer 
when six psychological and social functions are 
anticipated or satisfied through volunteering. 

The six functions are a mix of altruistic and egotistic 
benefits that explain why people volunteer. These 
are:

•  Protective motives – a way of protecting the ego 
from the difficulties of life

•  Values – a way to express one’s altruistic and 
humanitarian values

•  Career – a way to improve career prospects
•  Social – a way to develop and strengthen social 

ties
•  Understanding – a way to gain knowledge, skills 

and abilities
•  Enhancement – a way to help the ego grow and 

develop.

To test their theories, Clary and colleagues created 
six different volunteer recruitment advertisements 
to match the six functions within the inventory. 
They found that the most effective messages to 
encourage volunteering were those that matched an 
individual’s own motivation function.

Similarly, they examined the effects of matching 
functions sought by volunteers with actual benefits 
received. This found that when functions and 
benefits match then volunteers were more satisfied 
and more likely to continue volunteering.

Importantly, the research showed that not everyone 
experiences these benefits in the same way. 
The six functions play different roles depending 
on the person, the volunteer’s activity and the 
volunteer’s level of experience. They also found that 
a volunteer may be motivated by different reasons 
simultaneously, and these motivations may change 
over time.
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The growth of the fitness orientation 
While recent research has looked at the mental 
well-being benefits of being a volunteer3, no 
research has considered physical activity or health. 
None of the 28 different motivations found by 
Cnaan and Goldberg-Glen in their review of the 
literature mentioned physical activity. The closest 
they described was volunteering as a way to vary 
daily activities. This may be due to the fact that the 
more general volunteering literature does not focus 
specifically on sport and activity. However, research 
into the motivations of sport coaches has also 
tended to ignore these benefits. 

When Busser and Carruthers used the Volunteer 
Function Inventory to examine the motivations of 
youth sport coaches, they found that the strongest 
functional motives were altruistic (values) and 
personal growth (understanding), but of the 30 
functions they tested, none related to physical 
activity or health.

New evidence from physical education has 
suggested changing motivations, especially among 
young people, in line with societal trends around 
health and fitness. In 2017 Richards et al identified 
what they called a “fitness orientation” among 
young recruits within physical education training. 
They found that an interest in health and fitness 
was leading contemporary recruits to careers in 
physical education as a way to affect childhood 
fitness.

Taking this a step further it is interesting to ask 
if a fitness orientation could be applied to the 
outcomes for volunteer coaches. The positive 
health benefits of physical activity are well 
established and if coaches are more active 
through their coaching then they are likely to 
be experiencing a health benefit outside the six 
listed in the Volunteer Function Inventory.

Testing the idea
Combining the new ideas coming out of physical 
education with volunteer motivation research raises 
two interesting questions around coaching:

Does being a coach provide fitness benefits?

And therefore: 

Could fitness be an additional benefit of 
volunteering and used to recruit and retain 

volunteer coaches? 

Asking the questions
In August 2017 UK Coaching surveyed 20,000 
adults about taking part in sport and activity and 
coaching4. Of these, 1,350 had coached within the 
last 12 months. The survey considered coaching 
in its broadest sense and a coach was anyone who 
had coached, instructed, trained, taught or led any 
sport or physical activity, to children or adults. 
This included any environment, such as formal 
sports club settings as well as informal community 
settings. It could include any sport or physical 
activity, including recreational or competitive sport, 
exercise, fitness, gym, dance, etc.

Two questions related to physical activity and 
health were asked in the survey. The first question 
was asked only to coaches. Thinking about their 
coaching activity they were asked how much they 
agreed or disagreed with the statement “coaching 
keeps me physically active”. The second question 
was asked to everyone in the sample and asked 
them to rate their physical health rating on a scale 
of one to five (excellent to poor). 
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Coaching provides physical health benefits to 
coaches
The physical activity benefits that a coach receives 
from being involved in coaching are comparable 
with other benefits examined in the survey. When 
asked, around two thirds of coaches (67%) agreed 
that coaching keeps them physically active. While 
this was less than the popular altruistic benefit 
of “making a difference” (78%), it was comparable 
with the percentage of coaches who said they look 
forward to coaching (68%) and greater than those 
who feel proud to tell others they are a coach (52%).
 
Although the original idea of a fitness orientation 
motivation came from young people entering 
physical education courses, it was interesting to 
note that increases in physical activity for those 

who coach were consistent across gender, social 
class, ethnicity and age. The one exception being 
coaches over 65 when the percentage who agreed 
dropped to 59%. However, this is still a significant 
figure considering that only 38% of this age group 
had taken part in physical activity in the last 12 
months. 

Coaches also rated their overall health better than 
the general public. Of those who had coached in the 
last 12 months, 40% rated their health as excellent 
or good compared to 25% of people who do not 
coach. 

Similarly, only 5% of coaches rated their overall 
physical health as poor compared to 9% of those 
who do not coach.

I feel proud to tell others I am a coach

Not 
Coached

Coached

I look forward to coaching

Coaching keeps me physically active

I feel that my coaching makes a 
difference to my participants

52%

68%

67%

78%

Figure 1: Percentage of coaches who agreed with each statement 
about their experience of being a coach

Figure 2: Percentage of coaches and those who do not coach 
who rated their overall physical health as good or excellent

25%

40%
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For many coaches, coaching provides their only 
physical activity 
There is an obvious concern that these results 
might be biased because coaches are sporty people 
who are naturally physically active. To test this, 
the research identified coaches who have not 
participated in any sport or physical activity in the 
last 12 months. This group did see a drop in the 
percentage of coaches who agreed that coaching 
keeps them physically active (from 67% to 54%). 
However, it is significant that for more than half of 
these coaches time spent coaching may be the only 
physical activity they are getting in a week.
More than half (54%) of those who rated their 
overall health as poor also believed that being a 
coach kept them physically active. 

Currently coaches do consider fitness as a 
motivation
While the evidence suggests a fitness benefit from 
being a coach it appears this is not recognised by 
coaches themselves when they are starting out. 
Just over a fifth of coaches in the survey stated 
their original motivation for coaching was to stay 
involved in sport and physical activity. Whether this 
was to maintain their own fitness or more broadly 
to stay involved in something they enjoy is unclear. 

However, what is interesting is how few coaches 
consider the health benefits of being a coach. This 
is particularly interesting when compared to the 
two-thirds of coaches who state they are receiving a 
physical health benefit from being a coach.

Conclusions
If you assume the well documented link between 
physical activity and health then these findings 
show that coaches experience a health benefit 
through being a coach. Two-thirds of coaches say 
that coaching provides them with opportunities for 
physical activity and for some coaches this appears 
to be one of the few outlets they have for activity. 
More than half of those who had not participated in 
sport or physical activity over the last 12 months 
said that they were active through their coaching.

Such results also dispel a myth that coaches are 
naturally sporty people and recruitment campaigns 
should consider this in their messaging and 
targeting of different people.

However, only a fifth of coaches identified staying 
active as a motivation to get involved in coaching. 
There is clearly a mismatch between motivation and 
benefits. Evidence from other studies suggests that 
when volunteer motivations and benefits match 
then recruitment processes are more effective and 
retention is increased. Therefore promoting an 
increase in physical activity and health as a benefit 
of being a coach would be advantageous, especially 
for those motivated either to be active or to look 
after their health.

As previous volunteering literature has shown, an 
individual’s decision to volunteer will be linked to a 
variety of reasons specific to that individual. There 
are a number of scenarios in which the personal 
health benefits of being a coach would be attractive 
to different individuals and should be promoted 
accordingly. This could range from providing 
sporty people with an opportunity to continue 
a healthy lifestyle or a new route to activity for 
currently inactive people who may be put off by 
being a participant – although this might also need 
to address the misconception that coaches are 
naturally sporty people.



APPLIED COACHING RESEARCH JOURNAL 2018, Vol. 1

43

The results of this research add to existing research 
on motivations to coach. It shows that being a coach 
is likely to lead to an increase, or maintenance, in 
physical activity, which in turn improves health. A 
motivation and benefit that has not been considered 
in previous research. 

However, these benefits are not well known, 
either within coaching research or among coaches 
themselves. More work is needed to promote 
this as a benefit of being a coach, along with the 
more common intrinsic motivations of people 
development and giving back to the community. 

The research shows that people are motivated by 
different things at different times and therefore 
the more motivations that can be “tapped into” 
the greater the opportunities for recruiting new 
coaches. If more people can be recruited into 
coaching based on a desire to get active, the 
evidence suggests their motives will be fulfilled and 
they will stay in coaching longer. 

The data provided in this paper can be used in 
future marketing and recruitment campaigns to 
show the positive health benefits of being a coach:

•  Being a coach can help you stay physically active 
– 67% of coaches agreed that being a coach keeps 
them physically active.

•  Being a coach can help keep you healthy – 40% 
of coaches rated their overall physical health as 
excellent or good compared to 26% of those who 
do not coach.
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