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Abstract
This article presents the key findings from a new 
learning needs analysis tool designed, developed 
and tested by UK Coaching to provide an evidence 
base for future coach learning and development. 
Following recent policy developments which marked 
the biggest shift in sport for more than a decade, UK 
Coaching embarked on a new programme of learning 
and insight to ensure it was able to respond quickly 
to the changing landscape. A new learning and 
development framework was developed, including a 
customised learning needs analysis, to identify the 
learning and development needs of coaches working 
across the sport and physical activity sector. This 
article presents the key findings from the first test 
of the learning needs analysis, which involved 
322 people coaching in over 52 different sports/
activities in the UK. The learning needs analysis 
included five overarching categories, considered to 
be central to the role of a coach (coaching practice, 
people skills, knowledge and understanding, 
environment and risk, management and 
administration). The results of the learning needs 
analysis identified people skills as the area that 
should be prioritised for future coach learning and 
development. The article considers the suitability 
of the tool for wider roll out across the sector. As 
far as is known, this is the first study of its kind to 
be conducted on the coach workforce in the UK.

Introduction 
The sport and physical activity sector in the UK 
is undergoing significant and rapid change. In 
2015, the Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport published Sporting Future: A New Strategy 
for an Active Nation1. With a focus on broadening 
engagement in sport and redefining success 
based on key outcome measures, Sporting Future 
marked the biggest shift in government policy 
on sport for more than a decade. Sport England’s 
response, Towards an Active Nation2, set out 
a new vision for sport and physical activity, 
putting the customer at the heart of decision 
making and focusing on those who are the least 
active. Coaching in an Active Nation: The Coaching 
Plan for England3 presented a call to action to 
modernise coaching and to extend its reach 
through a new, broader, definition of coaching.  

Further developments, including the launch of 
new professional standards for coaching and 
an independent review of the United Kingdom 
Coaching Certificate (UKCC), indicate there are likely 
to be major changes in the near future and have 
placed coach learning and development at the heart 
of the debate. 
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UK Coaching has responded to the changing political 
climate through the launch of a new strategy for 
2017–20214. The strategy established a clear vision 
to inspire an active nation through great coaching 
and set out how the workforce will be supported 
to deliver great experiences for all participants. 
One of the key aims of the UK Coaching strategy 
is to develop a coach learning system that leads 
the way globally. To achieve this aim, UK Coaching 
is conducting a holistic review of its existing 
learning programmes and is considering how future 
learning for coaches is designed, delivered and 
evaluated. Central to this activity is improving the 
use of research and insight to ensure that learning 
solutions are evidence-based, learner-centred and 
fit for a modern world. The first stage of the review 
process has involved the design and testing of a 
new tool to identify the learning and development 
needs of sports and physical activity coaches.

Learning needs analysis
A learning needs analysis, often referred to 
as a training needs analysis or training needs 
assessment, is the systematic process of collecting 
and analysing data to identify the learning and 
development needs of individuals, teams and 
organisations, in order to develop learning solutions 
that meet those specific needs.

Learning needs analyses can identify the skills 
gaps of a workforce and can help organisations to 
make effective decisions about future training and 
development. They are often used as the first step 
in the learning and development cycle, and are 
recommended prior to the implementation of any 
new learning initiative.

Learning needs analyses are not a new tool to aid 
learning and development. They grew in popularity 
during the 1990s and there has been some growth 
in more recent years, particularly in the public 
sector5. Customised learning needs analysis tools 
have been developed within healthcare settings, fire 
and police services, and the military6. Many tools 
use a common analytical framework, which could 
easily be applied to other professions and sectors.

While learning needs analyses are commonly used 
in some organisational settings, they have not been 
used in a systematic or consistent manner in the 
sport and physical activity sector. UK Coaching 
previously developed tools to identify training 
needs at an individual level7, but prior to this study 

had not completed a learning needs analysis from 
either a workforce or organisational perspective. 
A new learning and development framework 
has therefore been developed by UK Coaching 
to identify the learning needs of coaches 
working across the sport and physical activity 
sector, and to identify potential gaps in learning 
provision. The framework involves a learning 
needs analysis of coaches, coach developers, 
coaching system managers and employers/
deployers of coaches. This article presents the 
key findings from the first stage of this process 
(a learning needs analysis of coaches).

Aims of the study 
The aims of the study were: 
•  to develop and test a new learning needs analysis 

tool for coaches
•  to determine whether the tool could be used for 

wider roll-out across the sector
•  to support the development of a new UK Coaching 

learning strategy
•  to inform the future development of learning 

programmes for sport and physical activity 
coaches.

Method
The study involved the distribution of an online, 
self-completion survey to sport and physical 
activity coaches during July and August 2017. The 
questionnaire was open access and was promoted 
to coaches via the UK Coaching mailing list, the 
ConnectedCoaches online forum, social media, and 
via partner contacts. 

Questionnaire development
The questionnaire was developed following a review 
of the research literature and was loosely based on 
the UK Coaching Coach Behaviour Framework8 and 
the Hennessey-Hicks Training Needs Analysis9. The 
questionnaire was cognitively tested via a focus 
group of coaches prior to implementation.

The core of the questionnaire comprised 39 
items in five superordinate categories relating to 
coaching practice: people skills; knowledge and 
understanding; environment and risk; management 
and administration; and other tasks. All items relate 
to the key tasks that are central to the role of a 
coach and include both technical skills as well as 
softer skills. 
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The core questionnaire was semi-opaque, meaning 
that responses were more likely to provide a true 
reflection of learning and development needs 
compared to more traditional survey questions.

The questionnaire also included a small number of 
questions relating to respondents’ prior experience 
of learning, their learning styles and preferences, 
challenges and barriers to learning, as well as key 
socio-demographic variables.

Analysis
Comparing the responses to “Rating A” and “Rating 
B” provided an assessment of where the greatest 
learning and development needs lie. Simple 
subtraction was performed for each item within 
the questionnaire, subtracting “Rating B” from 
“Rating A” and yielding a difference score. The 
items were ranked in order of the magnitude of 
the difference. The greater the difference between 
the two ratings suggested a greater learning need. 
The questionnaire enabled learning needs to be 
identified within each superordinate category, as 
well as between categories.

The data was analysed using descriptive 
statistics to measure central tendency and 
variability. While there is some controversy 
surrounding the calculation of mean scores for 
ordinal measures, this type of methodology 
is widely used in healthcare settings and is 
adopted by the World Health Organisation11.

Key findings 
Overall, 322 survey responses were received. 
While the number of coaches responding to the 
survey was relatively small compared to the overall 
population of coaches in the UK, this number was 
satisfactory for testing purposes.

The majority of respondents were aged 45-54 
(30%); with 21% aged 55-64, 17% aged 35-44 and 
14% aged 25-34. More men than women completed 
the survey (54% and 40% respectively). The 
majority of respondents were white (85%) and one 
in 10 respondents had a physical or mental health 
condition. 

Most respondents were experienced coaches (71% 
had coached for five years or more); 13% had one 
to three years of experience; and 11% three to five 
years of experience. Only 5% had less than one 
year of coaching experience. In addition, most had 
higher level coaching qualifications: 42% a Level 
2 qualification; 22% Level 3; 9% Level 4 and 11% 
degree level or above. Overall, coaches from over 
52 different sports responded to the survey.

People skills
In the people skills category there were eight items, 
presented here.

People skills

A. Establishing a good rapport with people
B. Communicating effectively with people
C.  Creating a warm and welcoming environment
D.  Understanding participants and their individual 

needs
E.  Supporting participants to achieve their 

individual goals
F.  Supporting participants through difficult or 

stressful times
G.  Building positive relationships with the parents, 

guardians or carers etc
H.  Addressing and resolving problems, complaints 

or conflict.

Rating A Rating B

How important the item 
is for the successful 
performance of their role.

1 = not at all important
2 = not very important
3 = quite important
4 = very important

How well they think 
they demonstrate it.

1 = not at all well
2 = not very well
3 = quite well
4 = very well

Respondents were asked to rate each item on a 
four-point scale according to two criteria:
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0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 3.02.5 3.5 4.0

Communicating effectively with people

Establishing a good rapport with people

Creating a warm and welcoming environment

Understanding participants and their individual needs

Supporting participants to achieve their 
individual goals

Addressing and resolving problems, complaints 
or conflict

Supporting participants through difficult or 
stressful times

Building positive relationships with the parents, 
guardians or carers etc

Figure 1: People skills – importance for the role and how well they demonstrate it

Importance for the successful performance of the role        How well they demonstrate it

The ability to communicate effectively with people, 
to establish a good rapport and to create a warm 
and welcoming environment were perceived to 
be the most important aspects of the role within 
this category (mean scores of 3.93, 3.86 and 3.85 
respectively). Overall, respondents were most likely 
to say that they demonstrated these skills either 
very well or quite well (mean scores of 3.44, 3.48 
and 3.49 respectively).

While still relatively high scoring, building positive 
relationships with parents, guardians and carers, 
and supporting participants through difficult or 
stressful times, were reported as the least important 
aspects of the role (mean scores of 3.53 and 3.63 
respectively). Compared to other items within this 
category, respondents were also more likely to 
report that they demonstrated these skills less well 
(mean scores of 3.27 and 3.19 respectively). 

The next stage of the analysis involved comparing 
respondents’ scores for the importance of 
the item, with their scores for how well they 
think they demonstrate the particular skill. The 
items with the greatest difference between 
scores were identified as the greatest need in 
terms of future learning and development.

The items with the greatest differences between 
scores (towards the outer parameters of the radar 
chart below) and therefore key priorities for future 
learning and development are:

•  addressing and resolving problems, complaints  
or conflict 

• communicating effectively with people
•  understanding participants and their  

individual needs. 

Building positive relationships with parents, 
guardians or carers, and creating a warm and 
welcoming environment, had the smallest difference 
between scores and therefore the lowest need in 
terms of future learning and development. 

People skills
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and their individual needs

Supporting participants to 
achieve their individual goals

Addressing and resolving 
problems, complaints or conflict

Supporting participants through 
difficult or stressful times
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Figure 2: People skills – differences between scores

Coaching practice 
In the coaching practice category there were eight 
items, presented in the following box.

Coaching practice

A. Planning and organising sessions 
B.  Adapting sessions to meet specific individual 

needs
C.  Explaining and demonstrating skills and 

activities
D.  Preparing participants for specific events or 

competitions
E. Recognising potential talent in participants
F.  Seeking feedback from participants about their 

experience
G. Reviewing and evaluating sessions
H.  Signposting participants to further 

opportunities.

Overall, most respondents thought that all eight 
items within the coaching practice category 
were very or quite important for the successful 
performance of their role. Adapting sessions to 
meet specific individual needs, and explaining and 
demonstrating skills and activities, were regarded 
as the most important aspects of the role (mean 
scores of 3.81 and 3.75 respectively). Preparing 
participants for specific events or competitions and 
recognising potential talent in participants were 
seen as the least important (mean scores of 3.33 
and 3.30 respectively). 

In terms of how well they demonstrate these skills, 
most respondents reported that they demonstrate 
them all very or quite well. Explaining and 
demonstrating skills and activities and adapting 
sessions to meet specific individual needs received 
the highest scores (mean scores of 3.39 and 3.34); 
signposting participants to further opportunities 
and seeking feedback from participants about their 
experience received the lowest scores (mean scores 
of 3.10 and 3.16).

The items with the greatest differences between 
scores (towards the outer parameters of the radar 
chart below) and therefore key priorities for future 
learning and development are:
•  seeking feedback from participants about their 

experience
• reviewing and evaluating sessions
•  adapting sessions to meet specific individual 

needs. 

Preparing participants for specific events or 
competitions and recognising potential talent in 
participants had the smallest difference between 
scores and therefore the lowest need in terms of 
future learning and development.

People skills
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Figure 4: Coaching practice – differences between scores
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Adapting sessions to meet specific individual needs

Explaining and demonstrating skills and activities

Reviewing and evaluating sessions

Seeking feedback from participants about their 
experience

Planning and organising sessions

Signposting participants to further 
opportunities

Recognising potential talent in participants

Preparing participants for specific events or 
competitions

Importance for the successful performance of the role        How well they demonstrate it

Figure 3: Coaching practice – importance for the role and how well they demonstrate it

Coaching practice

Coaching practice
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Knowledge and understanding 
In the knowledge and understanding category there 
were eight items, presented in the box below.

Knowledge and understanding

A.  Knowledge and understanding of participant 
development models

B.  Knowledge and understanding of fundamental 
movement skills

C.  Understanding of behaviour change techniques
D.  Knowledge of the laws or rules of the sport/

game/activity
E.  Knowledge of effective exercises, drills, skills 

and practices
F.  Understanding of the personal and social needs 

of participants
G.  Knowledge of coaching theories and 

methodologies
H.  Knowledge of codes of conduct and legal 

requirements.

Within this category, respondents rated the 
following as the most important aspects of the role: 
knowledge of effective exercises, drills, skills and 
practices; knowledge of codes of conduct and legal 
requirements; and knowledge of the laws or rules 
of the sport/game/activity (mean scores of 3.69, 
3.63 and 3.60 respectively). Likewise, respondents 
rated these skills as the ones they were most likely 
to demonstrate very or quite well (mean scores of 
3.42, 3.35 and 3.53 respectively).

Understanding of behaviour change techniques, 
and knowledge and understanding of participant 
development models, were seen as least important 
for the successful performance of the role (mean 
scores of 3.31 and 3.23 respectively). Furthermore, 
respondents reported they demonstrated these skills 
less well, compared to others (mean scores of 2.90 
and 2.97 respectively).  

The items with the greatest differences between 
scores (towards the outer parameters of the radar 
chart) and therefore key priorities for future 
learning and development are:
•  understanding of behaviour change techniques
•  understanding of the personal and social needs of 

participants 
•  knowledge and understanding of fundamental 

movement skills.

Knowledge of coaching theories and methodologies, 
and knowledge of the laws or rules of the sport/
game/activity had the smallest difference between 
scores and therefore the lowest need in terms of 
future learning and development.
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Figure 5: Knowledge and understanding – importance for the role 
and how well they demonstrate it

Figure 6: Knowledge and understanding – differences between scores

Knowledge and understanding

Knowledge and understanding

0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 3.02.5 3.5 4.0

Knowledge of effective exercises, drills, skills and 
practices

Knowledge of codes of conduct and legal requirements

Knowledge of the laws or rules of the  
sport/game/activity

Knowledge and understanding of fundamental 
movement skills

Understanding of the personal and social needs 
of participants

Knowledge of coaching theories and 
methodologies

Understanding of behaviour change techniques

Knowledge and understanding of participant 
development models

Importance for the successful performance of the role        How well they demonstrate it
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Environment and risk
In the environment and risk category there were six 
items, presented in the following box.

Environment and risk

A. Managing risk in different environments
B. Creating a safe environment for all participants
C.  Understanding responsibilities in relation to 

safe coaching practice
D.  Understanding principles of equitable and 

inclusive practice
E.  Understanding responsibilities of safeguarding 

and protecting children and adults at risk
F.  Using equipment, tools and resources 

effectively.

Creating a safe environment for all participants and 
understanding responsibilities of safeguarding and 
protecting children and adults at risk were regarded 
as the most important factors for the successful 
performance of the role within this category 
(mean scores of 3.93 and 3.89 respectively). Most 
respondents reported that they demonstrated these 
items very or quite well (mean scores of 3.68 and 
3.65 respectively).

Using equipment, tools and resources effectively 
and managing risk in different environments were 
seen as the least important items (mean scores of 
3.67 and 3.70 respectively). Respondents reported 
they demonstrated using equipment, tools and 
resources effectively and understood the principles 
of equitable and inclusive practice least well, 
compared to others (mean scores of 3.48 and  
3.44 respectively).

The items with the greatest differences between 
scores (towards the outer parameters of the radar 
chart) and therefore key priorities for future 
learning and development are:

•  understanding principles of equitable and  
inclusive practice

• creating a safe environment for all participants
•  understanding responsibilities in relation to safe 

coaching practice.

Using equipment, tools and resources effectively 
and managing risk in different environments had the 
smallest difference between scores and therefore 
the lowest need in terms of future learning and 
development.
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Figure 7: Environment and risk – importance for the role and how 
well they demonstrate it

Figure 8: Environment and risk – differences between scores

Environment and risk

Environment and risk
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Creating a safe environment for all participants

Understanding responsibilities of safeguarding and 
protecting children and adults at risk

Understanding responsibilities in relation to safe 
coaching practice

Understanding principles of equitable and inclusive 
practice

Managing risk in different environments

Using equipment, tools and resources 
effectively

Importance for the successful performance of the role        How well they demonstrate it
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Figure 9: Management, administrative and other – importance for the 
role and how well they demonstrate it

Management, administrative and other

Management, administrative and other 
This category included a range of different items 
that did not fit neatly into the above categories. 
There were nine items in total, presented in the box 
below.

Management, administrative and other

A.  Managing or leading other coaches, volunteers 
or helpers

B. Undertaking administrative duties
C. Organising own time effectively
D. Managing accounts or tax affairs
E. Finding solutions to problems
F. Ability to cope with change
G. Using information and digital technology
H. Managing personal stress
I. Marketing and promoting the sport/activity.

Organising own time effectively and finding 
solutions to problems were regarded as the most 
important factors for the successful performance of 
the role (mean scores of 3.67 and 3.61 respectively). 
Respondents also reported they demonstrated these 

skills very or quite well (mean scores of 3.21 and 
3.39 respectively).

Managing accounts or tax affairs and marketing 
and promoting the sport/activity were seen as 
the least important (mean scores of 2.48 and 3.10 
respectively) and respondents reported they were 
least likely to demonstrate these items very or quite 
well (mean scores of 2.63 and 2.98 respectively).
The items with the greatest differences between 
scores and therefore key priorities for future 
learning and development are:

• organising own time effectively
• managing personal stress
• ability to cope with change.

Using information and digital technology and 
undertaking administrative duties had the smallest 
difference between scores and therefore the lowest 
need in terms of future learning and development.

0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 3.02.5 3.5 4.0

Finding solutions to problems

Organising own time effectively

Ability to cope with change

Managing personal stress

Managing or leading other coaches, volunteers or 
helpers

Undertaking administrative duties

Using information and digital technology

Marketing and promoting the sport/activity

Managing accounts or tax affairs

Importance for the successful performance of the role        How well they demonstrate it



APPLIED COACHING RESEARCH JOURNAL 2018, Vol. 1

25

Overall results
It is important to consider the scores across all 39 
items, as high/low scoring items within one category 
might rank differently relative to the complete list. 

The chart on the following page presents the top 
10 items, across all five superordinate categories, 
ranked by order of importance. With mean scores 
of 3.9 respectively, creating a safe environment for 
all participants and communicating effectively with 
people were regarded as the most important items 
across all categories.

The least important items across all categories (not 
shown) were managing accounts or tax affairs and 
marketing/promoting the sport/activity.

In terms of the priorities for learning and 
development, the radar chart on the following 
page presents the top 10 priorities across all five 
superordinate categories. Across all categories, 
seeking feedback from participants about their 
experience and reviewing and evaluating sessions 
had the greatest difference between scores and 
were therefore identified as the greatest need in 
terms of future learning and development.

Overall, comparing the data across all five 
superordinate categories, people skills had the 
biggest difference between Rating A and Rating B. 
This suggests that people skills should be prioritised 
for future coach learning and development. 
Management, administrative and other tasks had 
the smallest difference between the two ratings, 
and therefore the lowest priority in terms of future 
learning and development.

Learning needs
From a list of 31 items, respondents were asked 
whether they were interested in any specific 
learning to help develop their coaching. The list 
included a wide range of items, such as time 
management, team building, and health and 
nutrition. The top five learning needs identified 
were: technical skills and drills (63%); emotional 
intelligence (48%); growth mindset (45%); using 
technology (45%); and injury prevention/safe 
practice (44%).

Learning preferences
Respondents were asked to describe their 
ideal learning preferences. The majority (40%) 
of respondents said they preferred tutor-led, 
structured programmes with clear assignments and 
assessments. Around one-third (34%) preferred 
discussion-led sessions, group-based projects 
and assignments, and social interaction. Around a 
quarter preferred to have some control over the 
content and structure of the learning, but with 
guidance from the tutor when they needed it. 

In terms of learning methods, the most common 
responses were: face-to-face learning, such as 
workshops and tutorials (82%); online learning (66%); 
one-to-one coaching or mentoring (56%); and on the 
job learning/training (53%).  

Challenges and barriers
Finally, respondents were asked what they thought 
were the main challenges and barriers associated 
with coach learning and development. The most 
common response was the cost of training, with 
over half of coaches citing this as a key barrier 
(54%). This was followed by the unsuitability of the 
locations of the training (41%) and the timings of the 
training and lack of availability to attend (34%). 

Category
Rating A 

(mean score)
Rating B 

(mean score)
Difference

People skills 3.75 3.33 0.42

Coaching practice 3.59 3.23 0.36

Knowledge and understanding 3.48 3.20 0.28

Environment and risk 3.80 3.57 0.24

Management, administrative and other 3.28 3.13 0.15
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Figure 10: All items – importance for the role and how well they 
demonstrate it

Figure 11: All items – differences between scores

All items: rank order of importance

Top 10 priorities for learning and developing
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needs
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Supporting participants to achieve their individual 
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Importance for the successful performance of the role        How well they demonstrate it
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Discussion
The primary aim of the study was to develop and 
test a new learning needs analysis tool for sports 
and physical activity coaches. The tool itself worked 
very well. Focus group participants responded 
positively to the questions, demonstrated a good 
level of understanding of the items, the framing 
questions and the response scale. The main 
criticism of the survey during focus group testing 
related to the number of the questions and the 
overall length of the questionnaire. The survey 
questionnaire was reduced following this feedback 
prior to implementation. The online version of the 
survey also performed very well. The survey was 
monitored throughout to check for completion of 
individual questions and for completion of the 
full questionnaire. All respondents who accessed 
the online survey link completed it in full and all 
responded to each of the 39 items in the core part 
of the questionnaire. This demonstrates a good level 
of understanding of the questions and the relevance 
of the survey to the target population. 

During the analytical phase of the project, it was 
revealed that there was little variation in the 
response data. Most respondents scored each item 
(both criteria) at either three (quite important/
quite well) or four (very important/very well). 
While this might be expected for the “importance” 
rating, given that all items were based on solid 
research evidence and were deemed central to 
the role of a coach, this was surprising for the 
“demonstrate” rating. It is difficult to know whether 
this is a result of the sample (more experienced 
and qualified coaches than average) or due to the 
scale itself. UK Coaching would like to test this 
further through repeating the survey with a more 
diverse and less experienced cohort of coaches, 
and through testing the use of a different (possibly 
longer) Likert scale. Once these issues have been 
resolved, the tool could certainly be used for 
wider roll-out across the sector and could be 
tailored according to specific need (ie dependent 
on type of sport/activity or coaching role).

The tool has provided useful insight that will 
enable UK Coaching to develop its new learning 
strategy. Further research work will be undertaken 
in the near future to capture similar feedback from 
coach developers, coaching system managers and 
employers/deployers of coaches. This will provide a 
holistic picture of learning and development needs 
and will inform the future development of learning 
programmes for sports and physical activity 
coaches across the sector.
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