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The “Person Like Me” 
Approach to Engaging a 
Diverse Coach Workforce
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Sport Nottinghamshire

Abstract 
This article presents the key findings from the 
evaluation of A Person Like Me, designed by Sport 
Nottinghamshire to engage and upskill a new coach 
workforce that was reflective of the population, to 
enable them to start delivering physical activity 
sessions within their local communities. The project 
was funded by Sport England to develop new 
learning to test some of the key principles that would 
later form part of the Coaching Plan for England. 
Two training programmes were developed: START, 
a leadership-development programme, focused 
specifically on participants and their experiences; 
and Mums’ Movement, a training programme 
targeting women with children. An independent 
evaluation was conducted which revealed that 
the project was successful in developing new, 
innovative delivery methods that gave participants 
the appropriate skills and tools to start delivering 
physical activities in their communities. Seventy 
participants were engaged in the programme over 
the duration of the project and their feedback was 
overwhelmingly positive. The majority of participants 

reported that their confidence and motivation had 
increased following participation in the project 
and had become more physically active as a result. 
The article presents five key success factors of the 
programme: 1) the development of a  
person-centred training programme;  
2) the importance  
of working cooperatively 
with partners; 3) work 
with participants in 
their own environment; 
4) create branding and 
marketing material 
that is appropriate to 
the target population; 
and 5) ensuring there 
is a key person in the 
community who can 
provide structure and 
ongoing support after 
the project ends.
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Introduction
Sport Nottinghamshire received funding from 
Sport England in 2015 to test new ways of 
engaging a more diverse workforce. The project 
A Person Like Me was developed in late 2015 
and was completed in July 2017. An independent 
evaluation of the project was commissioned by 
Sport Nottinghamshire and conducted by Ludvigsen 
McMachon in 2017. This article presents the 
key findings from the independent evaluation, 
focusing particularly on the outcomes for young 
people engaged in the START training programme. 
It also describes some of the key success factors 
of the project, which could be used by other 
organisations developing similar approaches.

Background 
The publication of Sport England’s new strategy, 
Towards an Active Nation1 in 2016, saw a greater 
emphasis on tackling inactivity, particularly by 
helping more people get active and stay active. 
Sport England highlighted that coaches and coach 
volunteers continue to have a significant role in 
helping inactive people get fitter, healthier and 
more confident, but also that there should be a 
greater emphasis on “softer” coaching skills, such 
as behaviours, values and attitudes. Coaches 
with engagement skills, who are able to connect 
with inactive people and understand their needs, 
while also delivering good sporting experiences, 
are seen as paramount to the strategy and to the 
future direction of coaching. Building on the notion 
that good coaching experiences can inspire and 
motivate wider audiences to participate in sport and 
physical activities, Sport England’s new coaching 
plan, Coaching in an Active Nation: The Coaching 
Plan for England2 (2016) stressed the importance 
of cultivating a new and more diverse workforce 
that is representative of the people they work with, 
whether female, elderly, disabled or from black, 
Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) backgrounds. 

Prior to the publication of these two key strategic 
documents, Sport Nottinghamshire received funding 
from Sport England to develop a learning project 
specifically designed to test some of the key 
principles that would later form part of the Coaching 
Plan for England. The project, A Person Like Me, was 
developed in late 2015.

Aims of the project 
The overall aim of A Person Like Me was to engage 
and upskill a workforce that was reflective of the 
population, to deliver physical activity sessions 
within their local communities. The project had 
several objectives:
•  To understand the motivations and values of a 

community-based workforce
•  To identify the training needs of a  

community-based workforce
•  To test flexible, innovative and creative delivery 

methods, including use of technology, for 
continuing professional development (CPD) 

•  To develop new monitoring and evaluation 
techniques suited to the local demographic.

The project was underpinned by the belief 
that having a workforce that understands 
the needs of, and has empathy for, the 
individuals they are working with, is key 
to increasing physical activity levels.

The training programmes
Previous county-wide coach support programmes 
in Nottinghamshire consisted of one-off workshops 
and occasional day events. In 2013/14, Sport 
Nottinghamshire worked with leading coach 
educators to develop personalised learning journeys 
that enabled each participant on the programme 
to assess and work on their values, motivations, 
behaviours and creativity. Softer skills and the 
social side of coaching were the starting point, 
rather than technical, tactical skills. In developing 
these programmes, it was found that:
•  one-off workshops didn’t have a significant impact 

on a coaches behaviour
•  learning opportunities needed to be part of an 

ongoing support package 
•  creating a positive learning environment increased 

retention and motivation to learn
•  coach education should be exciting, creative and 

above all personal.

With this in mind, Sport Nottinghamshire sought 
to look at new programmes to develop coaches 
from hard to reach groups and non-traditional 
sporting environments. Off the shelf packages were 
unsuitable and regarded too formal and  
school-like. Thus, new programmes were developed 
that were fun, exciting, creative and relatable to 
those participating in the learning.  

Two new training programmes were developed that 
were personal, adaptable and tailored to the specific 
needs of each target group.
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The START training programme: a leadership-
development programme, focused specifically on 
participants and their experiences. The programme 
utilised participants’ own experiences of the things 
they enjoy and the people who inspire them to 
tease out what they think are key values and skills, 
which could then be related back to leadership and 
coaching. New training material was developed and 
tested over a six-month period with over 75 people 
from a range of different settings, such as coach 
apprentices, county leadership academy students 
and sports development staff.

The START training programme required participants 
to attend sessions in their free time, outside of 
college and work. Partner organisations reported 
that the training was very well attended and 
participants showed a commitment to attend, 
not usually shown on other courses. START was 
delivered to three different groups as part of a 
10-week leadership academy course, run on a 
weekly basis with sessions lasting between 1–1½ 
hours each. Overall, 66 people participated in the 
programme over the full duration of the project.

The Mums’ Movement: a training programme 
targeting women with children in Ashfield was 
developed due to lack of opportunities specifically 
for women. The programme was based on the 
principle that women are recruited as mentors 
or champions and together organise events or 
activities that they, and other women in their 
community or network, want to get involved with. 
The emphasis was on being social, friendly and 
having fun, while getting active.

Three champions were recruited in 2017 and they 
organised and delivered weekly family activity 
sessions in two local parks during the school 
holidays. The women received training from the 
county cricket club on delivering a version of 
cricket to children and families. The champions 
also promoted the Mums’ Movement “Survive 
the Summer” campaign targeting 500 families, 
encouraging parents to pledge to reduce children’s 
screen time in the summer holidays using activities 
and equipment provided.

Both programmes targeted three geographical areas 
of Nottinghamshire (City of Nottingham, Ashfield 
and Mansfield). These areas were chosen due to 
their higher levels of socioeconomic deprivation and 
lower levels of physical activity. 

The evaluation
An external, independent evaluation of A 
Person Like Me was commissioned by Sport 
Nottinghamshire and conducted by Ludvigsen 
McMachon. The evaluation had the following 
objectives:
•  To identify and share the lessons learned from 

developing the project
•  To assess the impact of the project on its 

beneficiaries.

The evaluation involved interviews with key 
internal stakeholders (Sport Nottinghamshire 
and Sport England), interviews with partner 
organisations, pre- and post-participant surveys, 
focus groups with participants, observation of 
training sessions and data analysis.

The overall approach to the evaluation was one 
of an appreciative inquiry, a collaborative method 
of engaging partners in a process of thinking, 
sharing and learning to extract the lessons of 
what works well in developing and retaining a 
largely community-based workforce. This approach 
emphasised the expert and experiential knowledge 
of those involved in delivering the project and their 
desire to learn from their experience and share it 
with others.
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Results 
The results focus primarily on the START 
programme, due to the small number of participants 
involved in the Mums’ Movement programme. 
Evaluation data was collected from three groups of 
START participants (35 young people).

Profile of respondents 

An equal number of men and women participated in 
the training. The vast majority were students. Half 
of the participants were aged 18–19 years old, one-
third were 17 or younger and 15% were 20 years 
or older. Almost a quarter (24%) had a physical 
disability or learning difficulty. At the start of the 
training, participants were active for an average of 
four days per week. They were involved in a range 
of activities, such as football, karate and running, 
as well as walking, housework and dog walking. 
Two-thirds of participants said they had previous 
experience of working with groups of people to get 
them active. 

Satisfaction

Participants on the training programme were asked 
to rate their overall experience. The average score 
was 9.1 out of 10.

Confidence and motivation

Participant feedback was overwhelmingly 
positive about the programme, with young 
people saying that they had learnt a lot from 
the training, that their confidence had grown 
and that they felt more motivated to work 
with other people to get them active.

The questionnaire data revealed that two-thirds 
of participants felt more confident developing 
and leading activities at the end of their training. 
Three young people, with very high confidence 
levels at the beginning (10 out of 10), saw their 
score decrease slightly, but overall the training 
clearly improved participants’ confidence in leading 
activities. This was especially the case for one group 
of participants whose confidence score increased 
from an average of 5 to an average score of 8 (out 
of 10).

“I have improved on my confidence quite a bit. I was 
quite a shy person in secondary school and coming 
into college was quite a difficult thing.”

START participant
“I think I learnt to handle my patience a bit more. 
I can get very agitated when things don’t go my 
way, so while we were doing everything I definitely 
learnt to handle my patience more.” 

START participant

Planning and organising their own events, and 
seeing others enjoy them, gave participants a 
sense of pride and improved their confidence as a 
result. For two groups who had organised a mini 
programme of sessions, they reported that seeing 
the number of children or young people attend 
increase over the duration of the programme was 
a boost to their confidence and their enjoyment of 
delivering sessions.

“At the start we had 14 students and at the last one 
we had 37, because all the tutors had decided to 
bring all their students down (to the session).” 

START participant

Physical activity

START participants joined the programme with a 
range of sport and physical activity experience. 
Some were already active and engaged in sport 
regularly; others had been sporty at school but had 
not continued as they grew older, while others again 
didn’t engage in any sport or physical activity.
While increasing participants’ level of physical 
activity was not a primary aim of the project, the 
pre- and post-questionnaires demonstrate that most 
participants became more active as a result of the 
training. Two-thirds said they were more physically 
active since starting the training (16 out of 25). Only 
one was less physically active. Participants became 
involved in a range of activities from boxing, Zumba, 
basketball, tennis, as well as exercising at home.

Future opportunities

100% of participants said they were motivated to be 
part of future leading or coaching opportunities.
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Success factors
Interview data with key internal and external 
stakeholders identified five key principles that were 
instrumental to the success of the programme:

1. Development of a person-centred training 
programme, that is creative, relevant and 
adaptable to the audience

The training programme was fun, engaging and 
creative. It was based on the participants’ own 
experience (not just of sport and physical activity) 
and it was integrated into popular culture, so 
that learning could be connected back to the 
key elements of leadership and coaching. It was 
focused on developing leaders and coaches who 
were confident, caring and creative. Moreover, the 
learning connected theory to practice by getting the 
social/structural aspect of the environment right 
first, which in turn increased personal motivation. 
The sessions themselves were underpinned by 
research, such as behaviour change theory, but the 
research was used as a reference point rather than a 
key focus of the activity. A key focus of the training 
was developing good relationships with the learners 
and understanding their needs first, and then 
adapting the learning and content based on those 
specific needs.

“We tried small things like playing music in the 
sessions (their choices), making sure we were 
dressed casually – no tracksuits (too sporty), no 
shirts (too formal) – letting them have time on 
their phones, having conversations about what was 
happening in college, school or at home. Adopting a 
personal approach to workforce development and 
displaying you care was as important as any of the 
content.”

START delivery team

2. The importance of working cooperatively with 
partners, to help them meet their own priorities 
and outcomes

Working in partnership with external partners, 
especially with community groups, was an essential 
part of the project. Initially, partners helped gain 
access to the local people who took part in the 
training. Partners also played an essential role in 
driving the project and in supporting individual 
participants over the longer term. Thus, engaging 
partners who understand and buy-in to the 
approach was paramount in sustaining the work and 
retaining the workforce, beyond the training and 
support of the project.

Key learning points regarding partnership working:
•  A flexible approach, to ensure relevance to 

partners’ priorities, targets and plans
•  Sufficient lead-in time to build trust and common 

ground
• A strategic approach within organisations.

3. Work with people in their own  
environment. Use local partners to  
facilitate access

The target audience for this project might not have 
signed up for the training programme in a venue 
they didn’t know, with people they didn’t know. It 
was important that the project worked with people 
in their own communities and used local community 
partners to secure access. The relationship with the 
partner was crucial to ensure that the participant 
felt comfortable and confident to engage in a sports 
leadership programme, when they may not consider 
themselves as a leader, or may not even like sport 
or physical activity.

4. Create branding and marketing material  
that is appropriate and appeals to the  
target population

The development of a brand identity formed an 
intrinsic part of the evolution of the project. It was 
recognised that to engage a workforce who might 
not be physically active, promotional materials 
needed to look and feel very different from 
traditional coach education or sport marketing. 
The project worked with a company outside of the 
sports sector to develop a new brand identity that 
was dynamic, energetic and inspiring, reflected 
positivity and opportunity, but without visual 
reference to sport or physical activity. The Sport 
Nottinghamshire logo was also removed from 
promotional material to avoid the link with the 
traditional sports sector.

5. Ensure there is a key person in the community 
who can provide structure and ongoing support, 
and can continue to nurture and motivate the 
workforce after the project ends

Partners should be committed to providing ongoing 
support beyond the initial training. In this project 
there was an expectation that partners and local 
communities would take ownership of, and sustain 
the work, beyond the end of the project.

All five principles build on the foundation 
that “people come first, before the 
sport or physical activity”.
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Conclusions
Overall, the project objective to develop 
new, innovative delivery methods that 
gave participants the appropriate skills and 
tools to start delivering physical activities 
in their communities was achieved.

The project identified an approach to 
recruiting, training and supporting a new, 
more diverse, workforce mainly though 
partnership working. It has developed a training 
package that offers a more informal way 
into coaching physical activity. In addition, it 
established a community-based programme 
that targets mums to become more active. 

The approach to recruiting the workforce relied on 
partnership working with organisations that had 
positive engagement with the targeted communities. 
Partners played a key role in facilitating the training, 
thereby creating an easier route into the coaching.

The project developed a creative and practical 
training offer that upskilled participants from hard 
to reach groups to start delivering physical activity 
in their communities. It used a person-centred 
approach and built on participants’ own experiences 
and aspirations.

The project worked with underrepresented groups 
from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds. Over 
half of those on the START programme were female 
and a quarter had a disability. 

Partners were instrumental in providing support to 
participants and the project’s sustainability relies 
on partners’ capacity to support and retain the 
workforce. The partners involved highly valued the 
work and were keen for it to continue.

The early findings from this project are very 
promising. Feedback from both partners and 
participants were extremely positive and the 
data shows that two-thirds of START participants 
became more physical active as a result of the 
training. However, due to the small numbers 
participating in the project (c70), as well as 
the limitations of the evaluation, the results 
should be treated with some caution. 
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