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Abstract  
The importance of a strong relationship between 
coaches and the people they support is well 
documented (eg Grey-Thompson, 2019 and Jowett, 
2017), and is highlighted in strategic publications 
such as Sporting Future (HM Government, 2015) and 
Coaching in an Active Nation (Sport England, 2016).
UK Coaching has developed a CPD workshop called 
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Coaching the Person in Front of You (UK Coaching, 
2018a) to help coaches foster a stronger connection 
with participants and players, and ultimately 
improve their relationships.

This article presents the findings from an 
independent evaluation of the Coaching the Person 
workshop, including how the CPD has benefitted 
learners to date.

Keywords
Person-centred, relationships, soft skills, understand, 
connect, thrive. 

Background
High quality coaching in sport and physical activity 
requires expertise in technical skills, soft skills 
and self-management (Cote and Gilbert, 2009). 
Effective soft skills (or ‘interpersonal’ skills) include 
the ability of coaches to communicate, inspire and 
build relationships with participants and athletes 
(UK Coaching, 2019). In particular, there is a large 
body of work that highlights how important it is for 
coaches to foster positive and genuine relationships 
with the people they coach (eg Activity Alliance, 
2014; Jowett, 2017).

The most recent sector strategies also call for more 
to be done to help coaches improve their soft skills 
and build better relationships (HM Government, 
2015 and Sport England, 2016). The principles of 
‘Great Coaching’ developed by UK Coaching strongly 
emphasise the importance of relationships and 
person-centred coaching (UK Coaching, 2018b).

Coaching the Person in Front of You 
In 2018, UK Coaching developed Coaching the 
Person in Front of You, a three-hour interactive 
CPD workshop, designed to help anyone involved in 
coaching (coaches, trainers, leaders, activators) hone 
their soft skills to have the greatest possible impact 
with their participants. The workshop included: 

•  how coaches can develop and model a  
person-centred philosophy

•  strategies and tactics to help coaches identify 
a person’s individual needs, motivations and 
goals (using the understand + connect = thrive 
framework)

•  how coaches can provide the most engaging 
experiences for all of their participants.

Independent evaluation
Coaching the Person in Front of You workshops 

were delivered throughout 2019 and into early 
2020. In order to understand how effective the 
workshop was at nurturing soft skills, and to 
identify any feedback that could improve delivery, 
an independent evaluation was commissioned. This 
was conducted by the research agency BlwBo Ltd. 
The evaluation had the following aims:

•  To understand the impact of the workshop on 
the coaching workforce, including any reported 
changes to practice or behaviour.

•  To understand how the workshop had helped, and 
specifically, which elements of the content were 
the most beneficial. 

• To provide recommendations for improvement.

Methods
Feedback was gathered using surveys and semi-
structured interviews*. In particular:

•  A pre-workshop survey was completed by 
18 workshop participants (who all attended 
workshops in January and February 2020). 

•  A post-workshop survey was completed by 28 
workshop participants (of which three attended 
workshops in 2020 and the remainder attended 
workshops during 2019).

•  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
25 individuals including 14 workshop delegates, 
workshop tutors, as well as staff from UK Coaching 
and partner bodies.

*The number of learners providing feedback was 
lower than anticipated because several workshops 
were cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Results
New skills and approaches

Workshop participants identified a range of new 
soft skills which the Coaching the Person in Front 
of You workshop had helped them to develop 
(Figure 1). Just over 60% of learners reported they 
had developed skills and approaches that helped 
them create positive first impressions and helped 
them to understand what motivates different 
participants. Over 50% felt they had developed 
better relationships, were delivering more tailored 
effective coaching, and had greater understanding of 
people’s needs.
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Figure 1: Percentage of learners who identified newly developed soft skills.

During the interviews, workshop participants spoke about the positive impact of the workshop. 
As a result of the workshop they said they spent more time talking to their participants to build 
relationships, such as asking questions about their weekends; they made more effort to connect 
with people before and during sessions; and they developed soft skills that helped them in various 
situations, such as meeting people for the first time. 

One particular participant reflected on how he had attempted to improve his sessions for the 
youngsters involved:

“Putting emphasis on the participants, and making them feel that you are interested in them as people, 
and that you are there to support them. It is easy for coaches to just crack on and focus on skills and 

drills, when actually they’d benefit from taking a step back and concentrating on connecting with 
people.”

Louise’s story 
Louise* is a female netball coach and runs walking netball sessions, generally for older 
participants. She decided that she wanted to attend the course, as it was something that 
seemed interesting and supported her own development. 

Speaking about the workshop tutor, Louise was very complimentary. 

“He was brilliant, and I haven’t enjoyed a session that much in a long time. The way he 
engaged the whole group was excellent and his style allowed you to remember things more 
clearly than if you’d just been given a standard presentation. He engaged me from start to 
finish.”

Since attending the workshop, Louise has been making a point of:

• observing how others run their sessions, and how they relate to the people in front of them

• thinking a lot about the motivations of the people she coaches and why they are there

•  adapting the way she interacts with participants, especially as many of her participants are 
more interested in the softer benefits of participation, such as companionship, overcoming 
loneliness and isolation.

Base: 28 post-workshop learners
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As a result, Louise is making an effort to arrive earlier to her sessions, so that she can chat with 
participants and get to know them a bit better. She’s now realised how early some of the earlier 
participants turn up – perhaps because they are lonely and have nothing else on – so that has 
been quite enlightening. She has also set up a Twitter and Facebook account to allow participants 
to communicate more and feel like they are part of something. 

*Name changed to ensure anonymity.

Feelings of confidence and competence

Learners were asked to reflect on their level of confidence and competence to achieve the three learning 
objectives for the workshop (adopt a person-centred approach; use the understand, connect and thrive 
framework; and provide engaging experiences for all).

For all three learning objectives, the self-reported confidence scores were higher post-workshop, compared 
to pre-workshop (Table 1). 

Confidence pre-workshop Confidence post-workshop

Average 
score

Range Average 
score

Range

Adopt a person-centred approach 6.61 5-8 8.39 6-10

Use strategies and tactics to identify people’s 
individual needs, motivations and goals using 
the understand + connect = thrive framework

6.62 2-10 8.43 6-10

Provide engaging experiences for all 7.33 4-9 8.46 6-10

While it is not possible to determine individual changes within the survey data, or assign causality, the 
comparison of combined data between the pre-workshop sample and the post-workshop sample provide 
a positive indication that learners feel more confident in using soft skills to improve the experience they 
provide to players and participants.

Workshop participants were also asked to consider how confident and competent they felt when delivering 
sport or physical activity sessions, and if they could coach to a standard they were pleased with. Again, 
while it is not possible to determine a direct causal effect, comparing the scores pre- and post-workshop 
indicates a positive trend (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Levels 
of confidence and 

competence to deliver 
sport or physical activity 

sessions

Table 1: Confidence scores pre- and post-workshop
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Post-workshop, participants were more likely to ‘agree strongly’ that they felt confident and 
competent (Table 2). 

As one participant noted in an interview: “It’s very easy to doubt yourself as a coach, so courses like 
this give you confidence and the tools you need to do a better job and feel better about your own 
coaching.”

Table 2: Percentage of learners who strongly agree with feelings of confidence or competence.

Figure 3: How the workshop helped coaches change their practice, and improved outcomes for others

Pre-workshop sample Post-workshop sample

% who strongly agree they feel confident 22 54

% who strongly agree they feel competent 17 43

Have coaches changed their practice?

Workshop participants were also asked if they had changed their practice as a result of attending 
the workshop, and if they had observed any benefits for players and participants (or other roles 
where relationships were important) as a result of changing their practice. A number of themes were 
shared by coaches (Figure 3).

Specific quotes from coaches help to bring these findings to life:

“By working with players and determining their goals and ambitions 
at the start of the season, I was able to support them in achieving 

them. Through introducing one-to-one communication at the 
beginning of the process, I was better able to understand how to 

support and motivate the players in the team.”
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Supporting sector objectives

Organisations across the sport and physical activity sector have a range of different outcomes they 
hope to achieve. These would typically fall into one or more of the following categories:

• Engaging the least active people in sport and physical activity

• Sustaining membership

• Creating a love of activity in children and young people

• Helping performers to strive for their best.

Coaching the Person in Front of You was designed as a piece of CPD with the belief it would help 
coaches to support these higher-level objectives. Consistent with this, many learners agreed that the 
workshop had supported them, or was likely to support them, to help achieve these outcomes (Table 3).

Table 3: Number of learners (out of 28) indicating that the workshop has already helped, or will help, 
the four outcomes

Statement Has already 
helped me to

Will help me to Not applicable

Get people active for the first time 11 11 6

Recruit new members and/or better support 
our current members

10 13 6

Create a love of activity in children and 
young people

14 11 4

Help performers strive for their best 14 13 2

A quote from one national governing body of sport coach educator, who has responsibility for preparing 
coach education courses on behalf of the sport, sums up the perceived value of Coaching the Person in 
Front of You: “The content and the way it was delivered was absolutely spot on.”

“Ensuring participants and volunteers 
have the best experience in my 

coaching to develop their skill set. 
We have had new players join the 
team and ensuring that players are 
introduced and feel included in all 

ways.”

“Helped develop relationships 
with parents who usually sit 

on the side and do not engage 
in the session.” 
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Most suggestions from workshop participants 
focused on peer networking and cross-sport sharing 
opportunities. Participants repeatedly highlighted 
how useful they found the cross-sport sharing 
within the workshop and that they would like to 
learn more often with coaches from other sports and 
different settings. 

“It was nice to hear that coaches from different 
backgrounds and sports encounter the same 

challenges as I do. That’s the beauty of this course – 
it makes you realise that all coaches go through the 

same things.”

“It was great. He [the tutor] delivered it really well. 
There was great interaction with all the coaches 

involved.”

The finding that participants rated cross-sport 
learning as a key element of the success of the 
workshop provides an exciting opportunity to 

not only enhance the learner journey, but also to 
improve the marketing of the workshop as well. 
UK Coaching is already exploring new messaging 
to engage learners more directly with the highly 
valued opportunities for cross-sport learning.

A new blend of learning

Based on learner feedback, UK Coaching has 
launched a range of online classroom workshops, 
designed to facilitate CPD and peer networking 
in a digital environment. These online classrooms 
include the new online version of Coaching the 
Person in Front of You, named ‘Understand, Connect, 
Thrive: Knowing Your People’. This online classroom 
includes the same ‘understand, connect and thrive’ 
model that features in the face-to-face workshop, 
and provides the complementary digital route, which 
the evaluation identified. By growing the blend of 
learning options available, more coaches can benefit 
from person-centred CPD.

Figure 4: Illustration of the learner journey concept using specific improvements suggested by 
learners

Learning experience recommendations

Workshop participants provided very positive feedback about the experience of attending the Coaching 
the Person in Front of You workshop, but some felt there was scope to improve the overall learner 
journey. An ideal learner journey for the workshop was suggested and is illustrated below (Figure 4). 
Workforce participants suggested that both face-to-face and online versions of the workshop could be 
offered to meet a range of preferences. 

https://www.ukcoaching.org/resources/topics/search?type=classroom&order=popular
https://www.ukcoaching.org/courses/workshops/understand-connect-thrive-knowing-your-people-onli
https://www.ukcoaching.org/courses/workshops/understand-connect-thrive-knowing-your-people-onli
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Contact 
UK Coaching Research Team  –  
researchteam@ukcoaching.org

Conclusion
A large body of work makes the case that person-
centred coaching, through effective relationships, 
is key to providing great coaching. Coaching the 
Person in Front of You CPD has been shown to help 
coaches develop softer skills and strengthen coach-
participant relationships.

The workshop was viewed positively by participants 
who valued the engaging and knowledgeable tutors, 
relevant content and a vibrant cross-sport learning 
environment. Participants developed or reinforced 
soft skills, helping them provide a person-centred 
experience within their delivery. Coaches described 
how they had changed their practice and observed 
improved outcomes for participants and players 
(and even improved relationships with parents). In 
particular, the workshop was effective at helping 
coaches feel more confident and competent in their 
roles.

‘Online classroom’ CPD sessions are now available, 
providing a live, engaging, digital learning route for 
coaches to enhance their soft skills and improve 
relationships. There is opportunity to improve the 
learner journey further by incorporating additional 
peer networking, and through updated marketing to 
emphasise the value of cross-sport learning.
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