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Abstract

Physical literacy (PL) is an emerging framework aimed at promoting children’s holistic development through sport.
Despite widespread recognition of the benefits of sport participation on physical, mental, and social wellbeing, the extent
to which coaches understand and can foster PL remains unclear. Guided by constructivist and interpretivist paradigms,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with || male football coaches in England, exploring their understanding of
PL, barriers to its implementation, and its role in promoting holistic development. Reflexive thematic analysis revealed a
predominant lack of knowledge of PL among coaches, with many associating it narrowly with physical skills and overlook-
ing its cognitive, social, and affective dimensions. Nevertheless, coaches reported implicit use of PL-related practices
aligned with child wellbeing, although explicit adoption of PL frameworks was limited by knowledge gaps and resource
constraints. Findings suggest the need for targeted coach education to bridge theoretical and practical understandings
of PL, enhancing coaches’ capacity to promote wellbeing through community sport. Future research should focus on
developing practical, accessible resources for coaches, exploring how governing bodies and sport organisations can col-
laborate and support PL integration through policy and training, and evaluating the long-term effects of PL-based coaching
on children’s sustained participation and holistic physical, mental, and social wellbeing.
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Growing concern over the physical, mental, and social well-
being of children has brought renewed attention to the role
of community sport in promoting holistic development,'~
including approaches such as physical literacy (PL), defined
as the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowl-
edge and understanding to value and take responsibility for
engagement in physical activities for life.* Sport participa-
tion benefits for children are well reported and aligned to
the multifaceted nature of wellbeing, including physical
(improved strength, balance, movement and motor compe-
tency”’), mental (reduced symptoms of depression and
anxiety® and subjective wellbeing”'?), and social aspects
(increased social-connectedness’'?).

Football is the most participated sport for children in the
United Kingdom (UK), with 4.2 million participating per
week in England in 2024, giving it significant potential to

not only develop physical skills but enhance child well-
being.'""'? In the UK, grassroots football participation con-
tributes over £10 billion annually in social and economic
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value, playing a potentially pivotal role in improving qual-
ity of life, happiness, confidence, and social wellbeing.'*'*
However, coaches’ approaches are critical to ensuring par-
ticipation yields positive outcomes for youth,'> making
insights into coaches’ behaviours and practices essential
to understanding impact on children’s wellbeing.

One approach relevant for sport practice which supports
multiple domains of development, and aligns with existing
coaching frameworks, is PL. For two decades, PL has been
positioned as a gateway to lifelong physical activity partici-
pation and a determinant of holistic health,'® although defi-
nitions vary across cultural and national contexts.'” A
recent Sport England'® consensus statement, aimed to cre-
ate a shared understanding across sport, health, education,
and community sectors, defined PL as “the degree to which
individuals have a positive and meaningful relationship with
movement and physical activity”. Sport Australia'® devel-
oped a similar definition prior and designed a PL framework
structured across four interconnected domains: physical, psy-
chological, cognitive, and social. Within coaching, PL is best
understood through coaching practices, including activity
design, communication, and environment creation that sup-
port confidence, motivation, competence, and positive rela-
tionships with movement. Coaches’ knowledge, behaviours
and attitudes thus play a central role in shaping how PL is
experienced and enacted in community sport.

PL has been associated with physical, psychological, and
social wellbeing benefits. A meta-analysis of 26 studies
found positive correlations between PL and physical activ-
ity.?® Cross-sectional research with students in Canada
linked higher PL to favourable health indicators and phys-
ical wellbeing, including increased activity participation,
fitness, and quality of life.?! Recent findings from a
meta-analysis also linked PL development to increases in
cardiorespiratory fitness among children and adolescents.*
Another cross-sectional study observed associations of PL
with physical wellbeing but also reported beneficial asso-
ciations with psychosocial wellbeing.>® Furthermore, PL
was positively associated with sport participation and emo-
tional and social wellbeing, including self-esteem, life and
body satisfaction, and overall wellbeing.”* While findings
from the last study are based on adolescent populations
and may not reflect the developmental needs of younger
children, they underscore the potential of PL approaches
to enhance child wellbeing in community sport and make
recommendations for those working in these settings,
such as sports coaches.**

Grassroots coaching practices vary in quality and focus,
with children’s long-term development and wellbeing
dependent on coaches’ prioritising holistic growth over
competitive performance goals.>> Despite calls for a shared
understanding of PL within education and health dis-
course,** its application within UK community sport set-
tings, remains underexplored, particularly from coaches’
perspectives.”® This is not to suggest that principles aligned

with PL are absent from coaching practice; rather, estab-
lished frameworks within football (e.g., FA four corners)
reflect several PL domains, though these connections are
not made explicit within coach education. Researchers
have suggested that this may be attributed to a knowledge
gap concerning sport educators’, coaches’, and program-
mers’ understanding of PL,?’*° highlighting a need to
establish clear frameworks for sport organisations to priori-
tise PL and upskill stakeholders (e.g., clubs and coaches).*”
This gap is concerning given the increased efforts of gov-
erning bodies to support PL development through coaching
practices and the pivotal role coaches can play in enhancing
children’s wellbeing.>' Without understanding how coa-
ches perceive and foster PL, current promotion efforts
may be limited or unsustainable. Yet, no study has exam-
ined how grassroots coaches understand and apply PL, des-
pite its potential to contribute to their role in supporting
children’s wellbeing through community sport.

Much research on PL knowledge and understanding is
based in schools among teachers.>*~° Studies with indigen-
ous Canadian coaches’, educators’, and mentors’ reported PL
was described synonymously with being active for life and
physically active, overlooking it’s holistic nature.*®
Confusion in terminology was also recognised amongst edu-
cators when defining PL*? which was attributed to tensions in
conceptual understandings of PL and the resources available
to practitioners.”’ An Irish study found that 86% of teachers
reported understanding PL, compared to 47% of sports coa-
ches, with those in education 67% more likely to identify as
experts compared to 12% of coaches.”® Only one study has
examined solely sports coaches’ knowledge of PL in com-
munity settings, with none focusing specifically on grass-
roots football in England.*’ Findings from a self-report
survey of 521 coaches of different sports, including football
and swimming, concluded participants most commonly
defined PL through physical movement skills and sport.
Although there was scope to consider how PL approaches
can be supported through coaching practices, potential bar-
riers, and implications for child wellbeing. Survey techniques
may also have limited in-depth responses which could be bet-
ter explored through qualitative methodology.

Many coaches perceive their role as supporting psycho-
social outcomes such as confidence and self-esteem.’®
However, only 34% of grassroots coaches across all sports
in the UK, according to a national report by UK Coaching,
explicitly identify health and wellbeing as a focus.*®
Despite coaches’ intentions to support wellbeing, they may
lack appropriate knowledge and resources to foster PL effect-
ively and thus maximise benefit in terms of children’s well-
being. This gap is significant given the accessibility and
reach of grassroots football, and its potential for supporting
holistic wellbeing. Therefore, this study aims to a) examine
English grassroots football coaches’ knowledge and under-
standing of PL, and b) explore the barriers and facilitators
to supporting PL development through coaching practices.
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Methods Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants.
Design Demographic N
Guided by a constructivist epistemology and interpretivist Sex(n=11) le::qeal e I(I)
ontology this research views knowledge as co-constructed Prefer not to specify 0
through participant-researcher interactions, and reality as  Age group (n=11) 18-24 years I
socially constructed.®® This aligns with the study’s aim to 25-34 years 0
explore coaches’ subjective experiences and interpretations 35-44 years 8
of PL, shaped by their own unique contexts, beliefs, and 45-54 years 2
. o - .. 55 years and above 0
practices. Qualitative research facilitates access to partici- ) )
. . . Years of coaching experience 2-3 years 3
pants lived experiences and the meanings they con- (h=11)
struct,**' making it well suited to examine complex, 4-6 years 2
context-dependent concepts such as PL, which may be 7-10 years I
understood and applied differently across coaching environ- More than 10 years 5
ments.*? Ethics approval was obtained from the Deakin Highest level of coaching FA Introduction to Coaching 7
University Human Research Ethics Committee (2024/ qualification (n=11) Football (Level 1)
HE000546) and followed the Consolidated Criteria for UEFA C L.'cence (Level 2) 3
. .. . 43 UEFA B Licence |
Reporting Quahtat1v<? Research (COREQ) checklist UEFA A Licence 0
(Supplementary material 1). Experience coaching boys and ~ Yes I
girls (n=11)
No 0
Participants Age and sex of current age Younger girls (Up to under 3
A purposive sample of 11 grassroots male football coaches, group coached (n=11) Yo?x)nger boys (Up to under 2
within the County FA, Warwickshire were recruited, guided 8)
by Braun and Clarke* recommendations for reflexive the- Older girls (Over 8) 3
matic analyses, which prioritise analytic purpose over Older boys (Over 8) 3

numerical saturation. Recruitment was informed by the
scope of the study and access to the coaching population,
until 11 interviews were considered adequate to capture
diversity in experiences and provide sufficient depth for
interpretive analysis. For inclusion, participants required
(a) a licensed coaching qualification (minimum UEFA
Introduction to Coaching or equivalent) and (b) more than
two years’ experience coaching boys and girls.
Participants were recruited through Coventry University’s
Young Footballers programme, an outreach scheme for
football clubs in the West Midlands, UK. Coaches were
invited to participate via email from the lead researcher,
and no incentives were offered. Demographic data were
collected on coaches’ age, gender, experience, and qualifi-
cations, along with the age group and sex of children they
currently coach (see Table 1). All participants were male,
aged 18-54 years. Seven coaches held the minimum
UEFA Introduction to Coaching qualification, and four coa-
ches held higher qualifications. Years of experience ranged
from 2-3 years (n =3), 4-6 years (n =2), 7-10 years (n=1)
to more than 10 years (rn=35). There was an almost even
inclusion of coaches of boys versus girls and older versus
younger age groups.

Data collection

Semi-structured interviews, allowed for in-depth explor-
ation of coaches’ perspectives while providing flexibility

to probe relevant topics and elicit detailed responses that
may be difficult to obtain through observation.*> Prior to
interviews, participants received a demographic question-
naire, plain language statement and online consent form
via Qualtrics Online Surveys, (CPP Investments, Seattle,
Washington) outlining the study’s purpose and procedures,
and provided written informed consent. Interviews were
conducted online by the primary researcher using
Microsoft Teams and lasted between 28—73 min. Audio
recordings were made via Teams, with verbal consent reaf-
firmed prior. An interview guide (Supplementary Material
2) facilitated data collection, initially asking participants
to describe their understanding of PL to capture
unprompted knowledge. This was followed by the presenta-
tion of the Sport England'® consensus definition and the
Australian PL Framework (APLF),' included to provide
both a nationally relevant and multidimensional under-
standing of PL. Both definitions, alongside a diagram of
the APLF, were embedded within the interview guide as a
shared visual reference point. Their inclusion supported
participants in making explicit links between coaching
practices and PL domains, while potentially guiding the
focus of reflections. Participants were then asked open-
ended questions exploring: (a) understanding and use of
PL in coaching; (b) barriers and facilitators to integration;
and (¢) PL-related approaches to child wellbeing. The
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interview guide was developed using PL theory (APLF and
Sport England Consensus) and prior research on PL knowl-
edge among teachers®® and coaches®® and the questions
used, alongside identified gaps in the literature.*> Minor
refinements were made after two interviews to improve clar-
ity and relevance. During interviews, the lead researcher
used consistent prompts and follow-up questions to ensure
coverage and depth, while remaining reflexive and respon-
sive to participants’ perspectives. Field notes were com-
piled throughout data collection, including analytic
reflections and thoughts.

Data analysis

Audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and imported
into NVivo 15 (Lumivero, Colorado, USA) for analysis
by the corresponding author. Pseudonymisation was
applied to safeguard participant identity. Descriptive statis-
tics (frequencies) were calculated for demographic data.
Guided by a constructivist-interpretivist paradigm, a hybrid
deductive—inductive reflexive thematic analysis was con-
ducted following Braun and Clarke’s*** six-stage model
and the principles outlined by Fereday and
Muir-Cochrane.*® Transcripts were read multiple times for
familiarisation, leaving time between each reading to
absorb, reflect and write reflexive ‘sense-making’ notes.
Deductive coding involved developing an initial table of
codes informed by the APLF,'® which provided a structured
theoretical lens to identify key PL elements (e.g., movement
competence and confidence), while inductive line-by-line
coding captured unanticipated concepts and practices.
Inductive insights were iteratively worked into the table
of codes as analysis progressed (Supplementary material
3). Corresponding field notes were reviewed alongside
reflexive notes to provide deeper contextualisation. Codes
were then reviewed and grouped into overarching themes
through a non-linear process, ensuring themes captured
both deductively identified PL. domains and inductively
generated insights on coaches’ experiences, barriers, and
facilitators. This process recognised the researcher’s central
role in constructing meaning from the data while ensuring
that themes were grounded in participants’ accounts. For
example, the “Implicit PL Practices” theme was identified
during analysis as participants described coaching beha-
viours aligned with PL domains after being presented
with definitions of PL, so the theme reflects both their impli-
cit practices and connections made following the
definitions.

Theme refinement was supported through researcher dis-
cussions, and a thematic map was developed, edited and
revised to highlight the relationship between themes and
how these informed coaches’ knowledge and understand-
ing. Consistent with the applied aims of the study, analysis
was primarily semantic and descriptive in focus, while

remaining reflexive and interpretive in meaning

construction.

Reflexivity statement

The research team brought diverse positionalities, including
experience in community sport coaching (football and other
sports), motor skill development and qualitative research.
Two male co-authors, a football and track-and-field coach,
occupied contextual insider positions, while the first author
and another co-author, both swimming coaches, alongside
remaining authors, contributed more distanced disciplinary
and methodological perspectives that supported critical
reflexive dialogue. Reflexivity was embedded throughout
analysis via journaling, analytic memos in NVivo, and
team discussions. These practices actively shaped interpret-
ation: for example, a theme labelled “Recommendations for
practice” was revised to “Coaches’ suggestions towards
explicit PL practice”, to better foreground participant’s voi-
cing and avoid implied researcher-led prescription. Member
checking supported the resonance of this interpretation.

Results

Four major themes were constructed: (a) lack of knowledge
and understanding of PL, (b) implicit PL practices, (c) bar-
riers to supporting PL development through coaching prac-
tices and (d) coaches’ suggestions towards explicit PL
practice. Themes, subthemes, and their associations are pre-
sented in Figure 1. In brief, despite participants’ limited
knowledge and understanding of PL (theme a), coaches’
practices were implicitly aligned to its domains (hence
theme b). Participants discussed constraints for explicit inte-
gration (theme c) and made recommendations for support
(theme d). Importantly, these suggestions were framed by
participants as mechanisms for addressing their own and
others’ limited knowledge and understanding of PL,
thereby linking Theme D back to the initial knowledge
gap identified in Theme A. Addressing coaches’ sugges-
tions towards explicit PL coaching practice is one way to
address the existing knowledge gap in sports coaches.
Coaches reflected on their insights towards PL in line
with developing child wellbeing as the key outcome

A lack of knowledge and understanding of PL

This theme captures how PL was positioned as unfamiliar
or ambiguously understood within coaches’ professional
discourse, regardless of coaching experience. While some
coaches attempted to infer meaning, PL was mostly framed
as either unknown or narrowly defined through existing
coaching knowledge.

No or little understanding of PL. All but one participant had
minimal or no knowledge of the term PL, irrespective of
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No or little
understanding of PL

Misunderstandings
of PL

Building
confidence

Coaching for holistic
development and life skills

Prioritising fun,
happiness and enjoyment

\ /

a) Lack of knowledge and
understanding of PL

N\

}%

N~ |/

b) Implicit PL practices

Conceptual gaps and resistance to change

practice

¢) Barriers to supporting PL
development through coaching

Time and resource constraints

Engagement challenges

d) Coaches’ suggestions
towards explicit PL practice

Practical and accessible resources

Desire for support from governing bodies

and stakeholder buy-in

Figure |. Diagram of themes and subthemes.

experience and were unable to provide a definition. One
coach stated, “PL. Well, that has stumped me straight
away...I’'ve never heard that term before.” [C4]. Another
explained, “Yeah, no. I could guess, but I haven’t had any
brief or knowledge on it. It wouldn’t be a term that I've
come across or heard within what I do” [C2], suggesting
that PL was not embedded within participants’ formal or
informal coaching education. However, one participant
offered a definition that began to reflect the broader compo-
nents of PL, incorporating social and cognitive dimensions:
“My understanding is helping the players understand the
importance of football, why it is important to be active...
how you can bring it into a social setting and improve their
ability and confidence” [CY].

Misunderstandings of PL. Some had heard of PL, although
their interpretations or guesses often reflected a narrow
understanding, defined by physical competencies or move-
ment skills. One coach explained, “PL would be the ability
to complete basic motor skills like jumping, throwing, kick-
ing, running... things that everybody should be able to do”
[C1]. Another stated, “I assume it’s to do with understand-
ing body function, the movement of joints, muscles and
things to enhance it... but I'm unsure, that’s a guess”
[C2]. These accounts positioned PL as a physical or tech-
nical construct, overlooking the cognitive, affective, and
social dimensions central to widely accepted definitions.
In some cases, PL was also misinterpreted as football tactics

or game understanding, in terms of “understanding how to
play, the structure and the game itself” [C10]. This was also
reflected in participants differentiations between PL and
physical activity with all coaches acknowledging a differ-
ence, labelling physical activity as ‘the doing’ and PL as
‘the understanding behind what they 're doing and why... .

Implicit PL practices

Although most coaches were unable to define PL, many
described coaching practices that implicitly aligned with
its broader domains. PL was enacted through practice rather
than language, with coaches prioritising confidence, holistic
development, and enjoyment as central to children’s well-
being and engagement.

Building confidence. More than half described coaching
practices that supported confidence development and
emphasised the importance of helping children feel “com-
petent, supported, and empowered” within football envir-
onments. Confidence was seen as fundamental to
children’s engagement, motivation, and wellbeing. One
coach commented, “Confidence is massive for wellbeing.
If they believe they are good, then they will be good
players” [C3]. Another reflected on its broader develop-
mental role, stating, “It gives children the confidence to
speak to you if they've got any issues or troubles in other
aspects of their lives” [C8]. Confidence-building was often
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tailored to individual needs as one explained, “It’s really
understanding the person...what kind of individual they
are,” [C11]. Another noted, “Confidence building is a
problem in kids’ sport because many children are not con-
fident...it’s something that must be built” [C5].

Praise, encouragement, and leadership opportunities
were commonly used to promote confidence. One coach
described: “Every game...I tell them something positive
that they’ve done...you can see after, they are buzzing
with that praise” [C4]. Captaincy roles were used inten-
tionally to encourage expression and leadership:
“Everyone gets a turn at captaincy...a lot of them are
shy, but I do push them to input” [C6]. Participants also
linked confidence to autonomy, communication, and skill
development, giving children freedom to choose positions
or contribute to decisions. “We ask them where they want
to play...” [C10]. One coach shared how belief and persist-
ence helped a quiet player thrive: “That child...I persevered
with him; his confidence was low... that’s my role as a
coach to develop other skills too” [CT]. Collectively, these
accounts illustrate how confidence was treated as a founda-
tional outcome of coaching practice, extending beyond
football performance alone.

Coaching for holistic development and life skills. Participants
viewed their role as encompassing the broader development
of children as individuals, including mental and emotional
wellbeing, social skills, and moral development. One coach
explained, “You're not just focusing on kicking a ball...
you're focusing on everything, their quality of life, well-
being, enjoyment levels” [Cl]. Several coaches expressed
a desire to help children become “good people,” recognis-
ing the likelihood of producing elite athletes was minimal
compared to the opportunity to shape respectful individuals.
One explained, “The chances of me coaching someone
who'’s going to play in the Premier League... it’s 0.03%.
So, let’s make good people and what will be will be”
[C8]. Another coach repeated, “I will teach them about
being a good person, so looking after each other on the
pitch, [...] and, how to act as a decent young human being”’
[C3].

Many emphasised football to be a valuable context to
instil life skills transferable to other areas of life, such as
school, relationships, and future employment. For example,
one coach highlighted the role of sport in developing com-
munication and social adaptability: “If you can help a child
express themselves in communication through something
they enjoy like sport... it will help in other areas of life,
school, making friends, future employment” [C11]. These
accounts positioned football as a relational and develop-
mental space, rather than solely a performance-oriented
environment.

This holistic approach was also seen as a preventative
and supportive tool for children’s wellbeing. Several
reflected on the “state of society” and the growing pressures

faced by youth, describing sport as a means of offering sta-
bility, positive role models, and safe, inclusive spaces. As
one coach put it, “If you feel part of the team and included,
that’s going to help children express issues in other areas of
their life” [C6]. Insights reflected how many coaches
already contribute to holistic development, supporting the
social, emotional, and moral dimensions that underpin PL,
even if they do so without using the terminology.

Prioritising fun, happiness and enjoyment. Almost all coaches
placed fun, happiness and enjoyment as central to their
coaching philosophy, framing these elements as essential
for sustained engagement and wellbeing. Coaches
described fun as a protective factor for emotional wellbeing,
that reduced pressure and stress for young players One
coach explained how pre-match messaging was used to
reframe participation: “Every single match... 1 say to
them, what’s the most important reason we're here? ‘To
have fun.” Go and enjoy yourself. It doesn’t matter if you
make mistakes” [C7]. This emphasis on enjoyment was
often informed by coaches’ own negative childhood sport-
ing experiences, which they sought to avoid reproducing.
As one participant shared, “/ look back, I was far too both-
ered about winning... it was detrimental for my own enjoy-
ment, I don’t want that for my teams” [C5]. Another coach
linked enjoyment to motivation as key to prolonged engage-
ment in sport: “They might really enjoy football, but if you
run it like a drill sergeant, they 're not going to come back,
and motivation will drop naturally” [CT7].

Participants described adapting activities to ensure
enjoyment remained central across age groups, with one
coach acknowledging: “There’s different ways to make it
fun, it just changes for older kids” [Cl]. For younger
players, this included imaginative, play-based approaches:
“Sometimes they don’t realise they're doing football.
They think they re running around pretending to be knights
or superheroes, but they 're developing physical skills at the
same time” [CI]. With older players, coaches prioritised
intrinsically rewarding activities, such as small-sided games
and shooting: “It’s less about the play phase as the FA say,
but that doesn’t mean it can’t be fun. I include things they
enjoy..., they’ll give more back” [C10]. Across accounts,
enjoyment was consistently framed as a prerequisite for
wellbeing, development, and continued participation. One
coach mentioned: “If they’re not enjoying it, they won't
come back... so then, there’s no wellbeing, no development,
nothing” [C10].

Barriers to supporting the development of PL through
coaching practice

Despite demonstrating commitment to child wellbeing and
implicitly aligning with many of the broader PL domains,
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coaches identified barriers that limited their ability to sup-
port PL consistently in practice.

Conceptual gaps and resistance to change. Coaches’ limited
understanding of PL (as highlighted earlier) posed a signifi-
cant barrier to integration. Without clarity on what PL
entails, many communicated difficulties to see its relevance
or how to foster it into sessions. One coach explained, ““/
guess coaches’ knowledge and understanding of PL would
affect how they support it... some just want to run the ses-
sion, do drills and have fun” [C3].

This uncertainty was compounded by resistance to
change, particularly from coaches accustomed to more trad-
itional or performance-focused approaches. Several partici-
pants noted that new concepts like PL were sometimes met
with indifference or scepticism: “There’s a bit of a mindset
of ‘we’ve always done it this way” [C11]. If you start talk-
ing about PL, some people just “switch off, we're here to
make footballers”. One participant reflected, “Probably
don’t mean this in a horrible way, but ignorance... people
Just get on with the coaching they 've always done, and do it
as they think best” [C6]. Another coach echoed this senti-
ment: “Coaching when I was a kid was different. We
were just chucked on the pitch and left to it... so if it’s
worked before, why change your approach now?” [C5].

Time and resource constraints. A lack of time emerged as a
key barrier for almost all participants, with most coaches
volunteering alongside full-time jobs, family life, and other
responsibilities. As one explained, “Work Monday-Friday,
matches at weekends... I have a life outside coaching”
[C6]. The short contact time with players and limited time
for planning also inhibited opportunities to deliver holistic
sessions, “Do [ really have the time to sit down and plan
a session and think, this activity aligns to this domain of
PL?”, [C8] especially when “we only have them one hour
per week” [C9]. Voluntary status and minimal qualifica-
tions among grassroots coaches further constrained cap-
acity. “Most are just parents... they've done a level 1
online and turn up to help” [C7]. Clubs were reluctant to
place additional expectations on volunteers: “So many clubs
are just happy to have someone... it’s hard to ask them to
keep learning and changing” [C2]. Coaches also described
a lack of easy-to-use resources that could support PL deliv-
ery. As one put it, “It’s great talking about holistic develop-
ment, but we need something simple that works... not an
email update or textbook” [C5].

Engagement challenges. Some coaches were motivated to
develop their skills, while others were less engaged, with
one noting, “Some just want to coach and go home...
they're not interested in anything else” [C5]. Coaches
described the difficulty of holding children’s attention
when focusing on developmental goals that were not per-
ceived as “fun” or “game-like”. One coach explained

“Sometimes kids just want to shoot or play a match... it’s
hard to slow it down and work on communication or confi-
dence without losing them ” [C9]. Another coach added, “A¢
7 years old, their attention span is short, if they get bored,
they’ll lose interest fast” [C2]. This was especially challen-
ging when trying to balance PL elements with traditional
football drills, as one coach explained, “You want to
develop their skills beyond kicking the ball, but if you
remove game time, they disengage” [C1].

Parent engagement was a recurring challenge for coa-
ches, particularly when progressive methods were met
with resistance. Some parents valued traditional, “game-
focused sessions” over broader skill development, which
influenced coaches’ choices. As one coach noted, “You
want to try new things, but if parents don’t see immediate
results, they question your approach” [C4].

Coaches’ suggestions towards explicit PL practice

While coaches showed a clear willingness to support PL
and child wellbeing, they highlighted a need for greater
structural support. Two key recommendations emerged:
access to practical resources and guidance from governing
bodies.

Practical and accessible resources. Coaches consistently
called for easy, accessible, time-efficient resources to help
embed PL into grassroots sessions. Preferences included
“short-video demonstrations”, flashcards, session plans,
or app-based content that could be quickly referenced dur-
ing or before training. One coach explained, “Just having
the ability to go on my phone for a quick look and reminder
during a session would be useful” [C8]. Others highlighted
that video content would be more widely used than printed
cards, particularly for less experienced coaches. Tools
linked to wellbeing or PL domains were seen as helpful,
especially if “paired with equipment lists and session out-
comes” [C2]. Coaches also expressed frustration towards
overly theoretical content, emphasising the need for
straightforward explanations and real-life examples: “We
don’t need reams of research...just something that talks
you through how to apply it practically” [C3].

Desire for support from governing bodies and stakeholder
buy-in. Coaches expressed a need for stronger leadership
and support from governing bodies such as the FA and
affiliated clubs, to embed PL within grassroots football
and develop understanding amongst coaches. Several
recommended introducing PL at the earliest stages of coach
education, describing it as “coaching basics” that “should
go in at the first level... it’s not the hardest thing to teach”
[C8, C11]. Others emphasised that widespread adoption
depends on it being seen as a valued and shared priority,
“It has to be driven through the clubs as a team approach...
otherwise it won’t get picked up” [C4]. Six out of eleven
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participants felt they would be more likely to engage if the
FA or their affiliation visibly encouraged PL as part of best
practice, noting that “you get more traction when it’s com-
ing from a recognised body” [C10]. Suggestions included
integrating practical guidance and refresher information
into CPD courses or existing FA frameworks such as the
four corners model and offering online and face-to-face
training workshops. Coaches also acknowledged the need
for a “combined message” and clear, practical examples
to help address challenges such as parental buy-in and to
support coaches without formal coaching qualifications.

Discussion

This study is the first to explore grassroots football coaches’
knowledge, understanding, and application of PL in relation
to child wellbeing. Unlike prior research that has focused on
teachers or relied on survey methods, this study provides
qualitative insights from coaches, highlighting implicit PL
practices alongside the practical barriers and supports needed
to translate PL concepts into everyday coaching. These find-
ings are significant as they highlight the barriers coaches
encounter when fostering PL, offering critical insights that
may help bridge the gap between knowledge and practical
application in youth sport. Although PL has gained promin-
ence in policy and academia, it remains inconsistently under-
stood in community sport, particularly among grassroots
coaches. Consistent with previous research identifying gaps
in PL awareness among deliverers, including stakeholders,
teachers and coaches,”®***’ this study extends existing
knowledge by illustrating how PL is enacted implicitly in
practice and where support is needed to translate PL knowl-
edge into actionable, wellbeing-focused coaching.

Lack of knowledge and understanding of PL

A primary finding was the limited understanding of PL
among coaches, many of whom could not define PL or asso-
ciated it narrowly with physical movement skills. This builds
on earlier studies reporting confusion and inconsistent inter-
pretations of PL across education and sport contexts.?®>> The
absence of PL in football coaching may reflect limited dis-
semination within its infrastructure, despite the Sport
England consensus being widely endorsed at policy level.
Football’s national governing body (FA) has not formally
integrated PL into coaching qualifications or policy frame-
works, unlike sports, such as British Fencing, which have
embedded the Sport England consensus into coaching phil-
osophies and developed programmes, e.g., ‘Fencing for
Change’.* This lack of awareness of PL in football, may
be attributed to PL being primarily promoted by Sport
England, a government funding body, rather than the FA
itself. This highlights the need for cross-organisational col-
laboration to embed PL within coach education pathways,

policy guidance, and coach-facing resources to support trans-
lation into everyday coaching practice.

Implicit PL practices

Although many coaches were unfamiliar with the term PL,
their self-reported practices often reflected key PL domains,
particularly social and psychological development. Coaches
described building confidence, promoting autonomy, and
fostering inclusive environments, behaviours aligned with
Whitehead®® affective and cognitive domains, even if not
recognised as such. This implicit promotion of wellbeing
resonates with previous research positioning community
sport as a context for holistic youth development beyond
technical skill acquisition.>*® Echoing findings by Melby
et al.,>* who found PL to be significantly associated with
improved self-esteem, life satisfaction, and social connect-
edness in children. Similarly, Van Hoye, Heuzé®' argue
that community sport’s greatest potential lies in its ability
to promote subjective wellbeing, particularly through posi-
tive relationships and competence. Importantly, these prac-
tices also align closely with the FA’s Four Corner Model,
which incorporates physical, psychological, social, and
technical/tactical development.>> However, the lack of
explicit reference to this model, or how PL might map
onto it, despite engaging with its core domains suggests
PL may be more effectively integrated by framing it within
sport-specific practices, rather than a standalone concept.
While the Four Corner Model covers key domains, PL
uniquely integrates physical, cognitive, psychological, and
social elements into a holistic framework that prioritises
child wellbeing alongside skill development. Mapping PL
onto existing frameworks helps coaches make implicit prac-
tices explicit while retaining familiar sport-specific
structures.

Discussion of barriers

The knowledge gap of PL is not solely theoretical; it is com-
pounded by practical barriers, including time and resource
constraints and engagement challenges that limit the expli-
cit adoption of PL-informed practice. This results in chal-
lenges for coaches to embed PL practices into their
coaching in a meaningful way. With over 3 million UK
sports coaches, 52% lack formal qualifications, 40% are
unpaid volunteers,*® and 30% have never accessed contin-
ued professional development suggesting that learning is
informal or based on personal experiences.>® This context
makes the fostering of holistic, pedagogically informed
concepts like PL challenging. Given that 91% of coaches
volunteered alongside full-time employment and had lim-
ited session time, complex or heavily theoretical frame-
works are unlikely to be adopted without simplified,
practical tools. Prior research highlights coaches often feel
ill-equipped to deliver beyond technical instruction without
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greater support, however the present study goes beyond this
by providing explicit recommendations for support.?’
Moreover, the challenge of engaging parents and children
with developmental goals, rather than game results, illus-
trates the cultural tension between participation and per-
formance that pervades much of youth sport.!> These
barriers underscore the need for a cultural shift from
outcome-focused models towards child-centred, develop-
mentally appropriate approaches that support the integra-
tion of PL and child wellbeing.*® Behaviour change
frameworks, such as the Capability, Opportunity,
Motivation and Behaviour (COM-B) model, may help
explain why coaches struggle to translate PL knowledge
into practice, guiding interventions to support the sustain-
able adoption of holistic coaching approaches.

Coaches’ suggestions towards explicit PL practice

Coaches were enthusiastic about support to embed PL more
explicitly. Our findings align with Hurter, Essiet,*' who
found that community coaches benefit from “ready-to-use”,
bite-sized resources cupped with policy-level, institutional
support. Uniquely, this study pinpoints the exact format
of practical tools and resources which would be useful to
football coaches, such as short videos, session cards and
activity plans. Such tools can help translate theory into
actionable practice, particularly when embedded within
familiar models like the FA Four Corner framework. By
aligning PL with existing frameworks, alongside wellbeing-
focused coaching practices, governing bodies can create an
environment where child wellbeing is prioritised alongside
performance.

Coaches also stressed the need for visible leadership from
governing bodies. As Belton and Connolly*® note, coach
education and policy drive behavioural change.
Suggestions to integrate PL into introductory coaching qua-
lifications are consistent with recommendations from Sport
England,'® who advocate for embedding PL into coach
development systems. For success, PL must be presented
not as an academic ideal, but as a practical philosophy that
supports coaches’ existing values, around child wellbeing
and sustained sport participation. Coaches’ enthusiasm for
practical resources reflects the need to operationalise the
Sport England consensus in accessible, context-specific
ways bridging policy, education, and practice.

Strengths and limitations

This study is the first to explore community sport coa-
ches’ subjective experiences, providing nuanced insights
into their knowledge, practices, and challenges in promot-
ing PL. The qualitative approach enabled in-depth explor-
ation beyond what surveys typically capture. Using the
Sport England consensus provided a lens for understand-
ing coaches’ practices and perspectives in relation to a

nationally recognised definition of PL, supporting future
alignment and potential collaboration among relevant
governing bodies and sport organisations. However, prior
exposure to these definitions during interviews may have
influenced participants’ descriptions as discussions pro-
gressed, particularly in the “Implicit PL Practices” theme.
The study benefits from a diverse sample in terms of
coaching experience and age groups coached, providing
a broad perspective of coaching practices. Limitations
include recruitment through a university-linked outreach
programme, which may have attracted more
development-orientated coaches. This should be consid-
ered when assessing the transferability of findings to
broader grassroots coaching contexts. The sample size
was geographically limited to coaches in Warwickshire,
UK, limiting the generalisability of findings to other
regions or countries. The study also exclusively included
male coaches, which may overlook potential sex differ-
ences in coaching approaches and perspectives, albeit
reflecting the actual demographics of football coaches.>*
Focusing solely on football means findings may not trans-
fer directly to other sports, suggesting the need for
broader research across different sports.

Future directions

The findings highlight important implications for the future
of PL in community sport. Coach education should priori-
tise a clear understanding of PL, aligned with Sport
England,'® and integrate it into grassroots coaching qualifi-
cations. Future research could develop and test practical,
accessible resources tailored to the needs of coaches, such
as pocket cards or video demonstrations, to better support
the development of PL into coaching practices. Involving
coaches in the development of resources is essential, as
co-creation has been shown to increase practical relevance
and thus likely to lead to real-world uptake.’® The role of
governing bodies in supporting PL informed coaching prac-
tices warrants further exploration. Research should explore
how national and local sports organisations, like the FA, can
facilitate PL adoption through training, policy development,
and resource provision, to enhance coaching quality and
promote the benefits of PL in supporting children’s holistic
development. Longitudinal studies should examine
PL-based coaching approaches’ effects on sustained partici-
pation and child wellbeing, to understand its potential as a
framework for practice.

This study explored grassroots football coaches’ experi-
ences and understanding of PL in supporting child well-
being. While coaches often promote key PL elements
implicitly, explicit awareness and consistent application
are limited, influenced by practical barriers. These insights
underscore the need for accessible, practical resources and
organisational support to enhance PL adoption in commu-
nity sport.
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