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The role of community sports coaches in creating optimal social
conditions for life skill development and transferability – a
salutogenic perspective
Sabina Super , Kirsten Verkooijen and Maria Koelen
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ABSTRACT
Sport is widely recognised as having the potential to enhance the personal
development of socially vulnerable youth, yet there is very limited
knowledge on how community sports coaches can create optimal social
conditions for life skill development and transferability. We adopt a
salutogenic approach in order to study whether and how community
sports coaches create these optimal social conditions. Based on the
salutogenic framework, a thematic analysis was conducted of 15 in-
depth interviews with community sports coaches providing sports
lessons to socially vulnerable youth. As part of the interviews, the sports
coaches were presented with several training scenarios and asked how
they would respond in specific training situations. The results showed
that the sports coaches aimed to create meaningful sporting
experiences for youths. These meaningful sporting experiences were
considered a precondition for keeping youths engaged in the sporting
activities, as well as a precondition for life skill development. The sports
coaches specifically focused on creating little moments of success and
on making sure that the youths felt they belonged to a group. In order
to ensure that the youths could experience moments of success, specific
coaching strategies were implemented to increase the youths’
comprehensibility and manageability in specific sport situations.
According to the sports coaches, experiencing little moments of success
could contribute to an increase in socially vulnerable youths’
understanding of the everyday challenges that they face, as well as
contribute to their ability to deal with these challenges. Creating
meaningful sporting experiences may help youths ‘to learn to cope’ – a
skill that could be beneficial over their lifespan and in different societal
domains.
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1. Introduction

Socially vulnerable youth are characterised by an accumulation of negative experiences with the
institutions of society (e.g. family or school) that lead to distorted relationships with those institutions
and to social disconnectedness (Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, & Coalter, 2012; Vettenburg, 1998). Sport
is widely recognised as having the potential to enhance the personal development of socially vulner-
able youth, using its capacity to repair some of these distorted relationships, albeit with the warning
that sport in itself does not produce positive outcomes (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005; Gould &
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Carson, 2008). A large body of research emphasises the importance of the social conditions within the
sports setting for positive youth development (Haudenhuyse et al., 2012; Sandford, Duncombe, &
Armour, 2008).

The sports coach is a key player in creating social conditions for positive youth development
(Camiré, Forneris, Trudel, & Bernard, 2011; Trottier & Robitaille, 2014), especially in relation to creating
a safe and motivational sports climate in which there are opportunities for life skill development. To a
great extent, the coach’s characteristics and direct and indirect teaching strategies influence whether
learning processes occur in the sports setting and whether these lead to the transferability of life skills
to other societal domains (Gould & Carson, 2008). However, little is known about how sports coaches
can approach life skill development for socially vulnerable youth, especially in the context of trans-
ferability (Camiré, 2014; Gould & Carson, 2008; Turnnidge, Côté, & Hancock, 2014). This study aims to
investigate whether and how community sports coaches create optimal social conditions for life skill
development and transferability.

Turnnidge et al. (2014) distinguish two approaches to transferability: the explicit and the implicit
approach. The explicit approach includes the deliberate teaching of life skill transferability during the
sports programme, for example by discussing the applicability of life skills in other societal domains.
Based strongly on positive youth development principles, several sports programmes build on expli-
cit strategies to promote the transferability of life skills (Papacharisis, Goudas, Danish, & Theodorakis,
2005; Walsh, Ozaeta, & Wright, 2010). Research into the effectiveness of sports programmes adopting
the explicit approach shows promising results, but at the same time questions are raised about the
sustainability of these programmes (i.e. they rely on funding and other resources) and the primarily
adult-driven learning process (Turnnidge et al., 2014). In addition, although community sports
coaches sometimes do receive formal coaching training, very often such training focuses on the tech-
nical aspects of sports coaching (e.g. exercises to develop specific sporting skills) and not on the ped-
agogical knowledge necessary for life skill development and transferability. Furthermore, very often
sports lessons are provided by volunteer sports coaches who have had no formal training of any kind
(Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2012). Within community-based sports programmes, the sports coaches
are often focused on developing skills without paying specific attention to the transferability of these
skills to other societal domains. This implicit approach does not mean that no deliberate strategies
are implemented to teach life skills, but the sports coaches rather focus on creating optimal environ-
ments in which youths can learn these skills without specifically discussing transferability. The implicit
approach relies on youth-driven or experiential learning and is based on the idea that youth can be
active agents in their own development (Holt, Tink, Mandigo, & Fox, 2008; Larson, Walker, & Pearce,
2005).

It is important to examine how sports coaches approach the issue of transfer. Recent studies inves-
tigated how excellent sports coaches taught life skills to their athletes and how they addressed trans-
ferability (Camiré et al., 2011, 2012; Gould, Collins, Lauer, & Chung, 2007). However, these studies only
included excellent sports coaches who had received both formal and informal training. Trottier and
Robitaille (2014) conducted interviews with high school sports coaches and community sports
coaches, and they found evidence that the sports coaches adopted two different explicit transfer
strategies: having specific discussions to demonstrate the usefulness of the learned life skills in
non-sports settings and asking athletes to put the learned life skills into practice in another societal
domain. Several sports coaches also stated that they promoted life skills transfer without applying
specific strategies (i.e. implicit approach). However, this study included only high school basketball
coaches and community swimming coaches, reducing the generalisability of the findings to other
sports settings. In addition, the question remains as to how community sports coaches can
enhance the personal development of socially vulnerable youth in comparison to the athlete
groups currently studied.

Research on the influence of sports participation on the personal development of socially vulner-
able youth has been strongly based on the positive youth development paradigm (Damon, 2004).
The present study aims to complement this body of knowledge by adopting a salutogenic
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perspective. The salutogenic model was introduced by Antonovsky (1979, 1987) and focuses on how
people manage everyday-life challenges by adopting strategies to deal with the stressors they are
facing. Socially vulnerable youth face these stressors on a daily basis, and being able to deal with
them effectively is crucial for their personal development, as it may help them to lead a healthy
and productive life. At the same time, youth who experience more stress in various life domains
often have a reduced coping ability compared to ‘normal’ youth (Moksnes, Rannestad, Byrne, &
Espnes, 2011). The sports setting might be a setting in which socially vulnerable youth can learn
to develop the strategies and to identify the resources that can help them to deal with the challenges
of everyday life. Taking a salutogenic perspective, we aim to understand how community sports
coaches create optimal social conditions for life skill development and transferability.

2. Theoretical framework

Antonovsky’s (1979) salutogenic model focuses on the question of what keeps or makes people
healthy. The salutogenic approach is complementary to the pathogenic approach, which focuses
on the causes and risk factors for disease. According to Antonovsky, people are confronted with stres-
sors throughout their lives, and being able to deal with them allows individuals to move forward, to
develop and to lead a healthy and productive life. Stressors in themselves are not negative; on the
contrary, they can be salutary if people are able to deal with them effectively. In order to deal
with the stressors of everyday life, people need to develop strategies, for example by avoiding stres-
sors, by defining them as non-stressors or by managing them (Antonovsky, 1987). For this latter strat-
egy, it is important that people are able to understand the challenge they are facing, identify
resources to deal with the challenge and feel that dealing with the challenge is meaningful. This
ability to deal with everyday-life challenges is reflected in the salutogenic concept of sense of coher-
ence (SOC). SOC consists of three components: comprehensibility, manageability and meaningful-
ness, and is defined as ‘a global orientation that expresses the extent to which one has a
pervasive, enduring though dynamic feeling of confidence that (1) the stimuli deriving from one’s
internal and external environments in the course of living are structured, predictable and explicable;
(2) the resources are available to one to meet the demands posed by these stimuli; and (3) these
demands are challenges, worthy of investment and engagement’ (Antonovsky, 1987, p. 19). The
resources that can be used to deal with stressors are called general resistance resources (GRRs),
which can be found within the individual (e.g. attitudes or knowledge) or within the environment
(e.g. social support or money).

The salutogenic model aligns well with the positive youth development paradigm, as both
appreciate the assets and resources that youths have available to meet the demands of everyday
life, rather than focusing on the risks or stressors in young people’s lives. At the same time, the salu-
togenic model adds to the positive youth development approach because it aids in understanding
how youths can effectively deal with the stressors of everyday life and how this ability to cope devel-
ops in youths’ lives. Nonetheless, current salutogenic research in young populations is limited. Several
studies have focused on quantitatively assessing the correlations between SOC and various health
behaviours (Humphrey & McDowell, 2013) and health outcomes such as emotional health
(Moksnes, Espnes, & Lillefjell, 2012) and mental health (Lekkou, Åström, & Hägglöf, 2007). In addition,
researchers have begun to study how SOC develops in childhood and early adulthood (García-Moya,
Moreno, & Jiménez-Iglesias, 2013; Marsh, Clinkinbeard, Thomas, & Evans, 2007). However, further
research is necessary to examine the factors that contribute to the development of SOC, the role
of various developmental contexts in building up SOC (García-Moya et al., 2013) and the possibilities
for strengthening SOC explicitly, for example in sport-for-development settings (Super, Wagemakers,
Picavet, Verkooijen, & Koelen, 2015). As sport is often seen as a promising setting for positive youth
development, taking a salutogenic approach we aim to complement the current literature in the field
by investigating how community sports coaches create optimal social conditions for life skill devel-
opment and transferability.
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3. Methods

3.1. Study design and participants

This study is part of the research project Youth, Care and Sport that aims to unravel the value of sport
for socially vulnerable youth (Super, Hermens, Verkooijen, & Koelen, 2014). Interviews were con-
ducted with 15 sports coaches (9 male, 6 female) working with socially vulnerable youth in local
sports clubs. All these sports coaches provided training at community sports clubs, sometimes
located in local schools. The sports coaches offered different types of sports (see Table 1). The
length of their experience in training socially vulnerable groups differed, as well as the extent to
which they received formal coaching training. Several sports coaches trained ‘normal’ groups in
which one or more vulnerable youths participated, four sports coaches additionally gave training
to ‘specialised’ groups with only youth from youth care organisations. Youth care organisations in
the Netherlands provide services to youths who are (temporarily) experiencing problems in their per-
sonal development, for example because they have learning or behavioural problems or because
they live in settings that hinder this development (e.g. parents incapable of providing proper
care). The Dutch youth system contains three layers of care, of which the primary layer (i.e. for detect-
ing problems and intervening at an early stage) and the secondary layer (i.e. for specialised care) are
referred to as ‘youth care’. This includes school social work, educational counselling services as well as
more specialised (mental) health care.

3.2. Procedure

The sports coaches were selected after consultation with the youth care organisations about the local
sports clubs with which they often collaborated. The coaches were chosen in such a way that there

Table 1. Detailed information about the sports coaches.

Sports
coach Gender Type of sport

Trainer
experience Pedagogical background Setting of sports activities

John Male Soccer >10 years Limited, mainly by experience
and technical training courses

Community sports club

Peter Male Kickboxing 5–10 years Followed several courses on
pedagogy

Sports lessons in schools

Brian Male Various sports,
mainly soccer

>10 years Extensive pedagogical
knowledge

Community sports club +
specialised groups at community
sports club

Maria Female Basketball <2 years No pedagogical background Sports lessons in schools
Christy Female Basketball <2 years Extensive pedagogical

knowledge
Sports lessons in schools

Michael Male Judo >10 years Limited, mainly by experience Community sports club
Lisa Female Budo sport >10 years Extensive pedagogical

knowledge
Community sports club +
specialised groups at community
sports club

Emma Female Gymnastics >10 years Limited, mainly by experience
and technical training courses

Community sports club

Evelyne Female Hockey 5–10 years Limited, mainly by experience
and technical training courses

Sports lessons in schools

Charlie Male Basketball 5–10 years No pedagogical background Sports lessons in schools
Marc Male Hockey <2 years No pedagogical background Community sports club
Claire Female Hockey 2–5 years Extensive pedagogical

knowledge
Community sports club

Tom Male Hockey 2–5 years No pedagogical background Community sports club
Jack Male Tennis 2–5 years Limited, mainly by experience Community sports club +

specialised groups at community
sports club

Richard Male Soccer 2–5 years Limited, mainly by experience Community sports club +
specialised groups at community
sports club
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was a large variation in type of sports, age and sex of the sports coach, as well as experience in train-
ing socially vulnerable youth. The selected sports coaches were contacted and asked whether they
were willing to participate in the interview; they all agreed. They were asked to give informed
consent on the understanding that they had the right to leave the study at any point in time
without giving a reason, that the interviews would be tape-recorded and that their anonymity
would be guaranteed. The interviews were conducted by two researchers (SS and KV) and lasted
between 20 and 62 minutes (on average 43 minutes). The interviews took place at the interviewee’s
preferred location.

3.3. Interview guide

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the sports coaches. The interviews started with
background questions addressing the training experience of the sports coaches, the composition
of the teams they trained and their pedagogical background. These background questions were fol-
lowed by three blocks of questions based on the coaching literature (Camiré et al., 2012; Gould et al.,
2007). These three blocks aimed to (1) explore the philosophy of the sports coaches when they pro-
vided training; (2) question more practically how the sports coaches provided training; and (3)
examine the sports coaches’ understanding of ‘socially vulnerable youth’, as well as explore how
they adapted their training (if at all) to socially vulnerable youth.

Several training scenarios were described to the sports coaches, and they were asked to imagine
how they would respond in each of these scenarios. The scenarios described different types of youths
and addressed various types of problem behaviour that are often prevalent in youth care settings.
The scenarios were based on interviews conducted with youth care professionals, where they
described the issues and behaviour of socially vulnerable youth (Hermens, Super, Verkooijen, &
Koelen, 2015). In preparation for the interviews, the main investigator (SS) conducted two pilot inter-
views to ensure that the interview questions were comprehensible and that the scenarios were
understandable for the interviewees.

3.4. Data analysis

The interview recordings were transcribed verbatim style and then coded and analysed using soft-
ware for qualitative data analysis (Atlas.ti). In order to ensure anonymity, all the participants were
assigned pseudonyms. A thematic analysis was conducted following the guidelines by Braun and
Clarke (2006), which distinguished six phases in thematic analysis starting with familiarising
oneself with the data and generating initial codes. The initial coding was conducted by the first
author (SS). A deductive approach guided by the salutogenic model was used for the analysis.
Codes relating to the salutogenic model were mapped onto the data set. These codes were based
on the salutogenic literature (Antonovsky, 1979, 1987) and included the three SOC components
(i.e. comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness) and the three characteristics of life experi-
ences that may strengthen SOC (i.e. consistency, load balance and socially valued decision-making).
In addition, data segments that indicated a coaching action or philosophy were coded (Trottier &
Robitaille, 2014), as also data segments that indicated either an implicit or an explicit transfer strategy
(Turnnidge et al., 2014). After the initial coding, the codes were ordered in themes, and a thematic
map of the data was produced. Codes that did not fit the themes were reviewed to see whether
they formed a new theme. On the basis of these codes, the second author (KV) coded half of the inter-
views. The coding was compared to ensure that the data segments were categorised correctly. The
two researchers’ categorisation was almost identical; any discrepancies in categorisation were dis-
cussed with the third author (MK) until agreement was reached. A first version of the results
section was drafted by the first author (SS) using quotations from the transcripts. The results
section was then reviewed by the two other researchers (KV and MK) to ensure that the text rendered
an accurate description of the data.
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4. Results

The results section is divided into two segments. The first section deals with the coaching actions to
create optimal conditions for life skill development and transferability. The second section deals with
the question of how sports coaches approach the transfer of life skills in community sports settings.

4.1. Creating optimal conditions for life skill development

The sports coaches had specific ideas on how to create a sports environment in which socially vul-
nerable youth could develop and learn life skills. In the following paragraphs, several aspects of
the sport coaches’ efforts to improve life skill development are addressed. The results are structured
on the basis of the three SOC elements.

4.1.1. Meaningfulness: a precondition for engagement and learning
When asked about the overall philosophy of offering sports to socially vulnerable youth, all the sports
coaches replied that offering fun activities for youths was most important. Sport was considered an
outlet for youths because of the opportunities it creates to forget about the issues they had to deal
with in everyday life. Offering fun activities was essential in keeping youths engaged in the sports
lessons as it ensured that they would return every week:

When they are having fun, they will come. When they are not having fun, they will stop coming. Or they have to
come because of their parents. And when they are not having fun, they will become annoying. (Brian)

Besides enjoyment being considered a precondition for youth engagement, it was also considered
a prerequisite for life skill development and transferability. Five sports coaches, for example, men-
tioned how enjoyment opened the door to personal development and improved performance:

The first thing you say is the word fun and that is why I say that first… because the second thing [personal devel-
opment] only comes second in this target group. Because if there is no fun to be had, then they will leave… they
will drop out. And you will never get to the second point [personal development]. So, first of all, you will just have
to make sure they are having fun and then you can start changing the second. (Jack)

In addition to creating a fun sports environment, eight sports coaches emphasised that creating a
safe and motivational climate was important as well, for example:

At the sports club I always say very clearly to the parents… of course we are a judo centre, a multi-action club, we
are a club. But at the club our striving is very important… the child must feel socially and emotionally comfor-
table and then the rest will also work out fine. (Lisa)

The sports coaches also emphasised that, as part of a safe and motivational climate, it was impor-
tant to make sure that youths felt appreciated in their team, that they felt they were part of a group
and, most importantly, that they felt they were a ‘normal’ part of society. There was a strong focus on
‘forgetting all the problems’ and ensuring that the youths would not be labelled ‘problematic’. Nine
sports coaches described how important it was for the youths to be part of a ‘normal’ group:

It is just… I can imagine that these people feel alone as well sometimes. Because I notice… I think… you do
notice that you are different. And then it seems good to me to have something where you can have something
in common with other people. And then it is nice if you at least can be part of a teamwhere you can actually feel a
team spirit. (Marc)

The idea that sport was a meaningful activity for socially vulnerable youth permeated all the inter-
views. Making sure that the youths experienced sport as a meaningful activity could help in reaching
behavioural goals, in making sure that they persisted when things got tough, in motivating them to
try something new, in strengthening their personal development and, finally, in improving their com-
petitive performance. During the training sessions, the sports coaches tried to create little moments
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of success, complimenting every accomplishment and being positive about the youths’ attempts to
take on a new challenge:

Compliments if he does… no, not only if he does something well. Just always give them compliments. I know
that helps for sure. Because it is just… it is just good to hear that you are good at something. That must be
nice even for someone who is insecure. (Marc)

4.1.2. Comprehensibility: make it insightful
In discussing the various training scenarios, the sports coaches clearly demonstrated how they tried to
create little moments of success (i.e. meaningfulness). They did so, first of all, by making sure that the
youths understood how they could achieve success (i.e. comprehensibility). And second, they made
sure that theyouths could identify the skills they could use tobe successful (i.e.manageability). Regarding
thefirst aspect, several coachingactionswere taken to increase theyouths’ comprehensibility.One impor-
tant strategy used by the sports coaches was to structure the training sessions, as indicated by John:

Well, what is most important… is that you eh… offer structure… that is really important in any case. And struc-
ture means…well, being on time… uh…where do we meet… dressing room… always the same dressing
room, for example. Always train on the same field. They need that too, that is a resource. (John)

Twelve sports coaches mentioned that they stimulated youths to reflect on specific situations to
increase their understanding of the situation and to help them to identify strategies that they could
use to deal with sport-specific situations. Because the sports coaches asked questions, instead of
giving instructions and feedback, the youths had to take an active role in their personal development.
John explained how novice coaches often make the mistake of instructing youths, instead of asking
questions:

I think that many novice coaches think that you have to prompt them and do everything yourself. And that is
especially difficult with youths who are in youth care, because they already have to do so many things… they
have to do this and that… they have been through this and that… and I think you have to choose a different
attitude by making them self-conscious and by making them responsible. (John)

These coaching strategies, such as having a clear structure during training and asking youths ques-
tions in order to encourage them reflect on situations and actions, may help them to understand
‘how things work’ in the sports environment. In addition, this comprehensibility might transfer to
other societal domains, as pointed out by Brian:

But I do think that you will learn things here [sports club]… that you learn to understand why things are the way
they are. That is what you learn there too and eventually you are going to use that to survive in society. (Brian)

The sports coaches also indicated that they held to the same rules, values and norms as those
applicable in the community or at school. For the ‘specialised’ groups, the sports coaches adopted
the same structure and rules as in the ‘normal’ training groups at the local sports club. These com-
monalities between groups and societal domains, according to the sports coaches, helped youths
to understand what was ‘normal’ and what was expected from them in society. Brian stated:

If you learn…well… also at a company it works the same… or at school too… that is also offering structure…
then youmust be on time… but also at a club… youmust be on time. And then you have your classmates or team
sports for example, you have to deal with one another. If you are too late for the team, then your trainer will be fed
up, and those children will be distracted. If you arrive too late at school… then the teacher is explaining something
and has to start over again. So those are many of the same things that you can come across and I think you learn the
same thing everywhere. At the sports club you have the same learning elements as in school or at work. (Brian)

4.1.3. Manageability: balance between stressors and resources
The sports coaches also aimed to increase the youths’ ability to identify skills that they could use to be
successful. It is very important to note that success was not necessarily defined in terms of ‘victory’,
but also very often in terms of ‘mastery’. A central component of the training sessions was the balance
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between challenges and resources, so as to increase the youths’ sense of manageability. Nine sports
coaches were wary of implementing easy and repetitive exercises, as this would not stimulate youths
to take a next step. Several sports coaches indicated that, in order to attain personal development,
the youths would need to face challenges of a very diverse nature in order to move forward. This
is exactly where learning and personal development takes place, as indicated by Charlie:

Lots of variation, yes. So that the children do not say… oh what a difficult exercise. No, then they know to play tag
with the ball, if they stop they are out. Those kinds of things. Lots of variation and try to do something different
every week. Those children really like that. And at a certain point they will learn by themselves. (Charlie)

Other sports coaches warned against experiences of failure, and they emphasised the importance
of easy exercises, so that the youths could succeed. Brian explained how he balanced the difficulty of
the exercises in order to challenge the youths to improve as well as to ensure that they could succeed:

You have to shape the exercise in such a way that you are sure that he can succeed the first time. For example… a
nice example… is with hockey. Last week the children were allowed to choose either the large or the small ball.
He took the larger ball, but instantly had some good shots. He scored ten times and then I took the smaller ball.
While he could do it easily, but he just needs some confidence… the larger ball is important. You must constantly
make sure that he experiences moments of success. And at the point that he is starting to experience many
moments of success during the easy exercises, he is going to take the next step. No sooner than that. (Brian)

To keep the balance, sports coaches needed to offer resources to tackle the challenges. They used
several strategies to do this. One of these involved letting the youths come upwith the resources them-
selves, by asking them what they would need to complete the exercise. Other strategies included pro-
viding clear rules during the lessons, encouraging team work, providing structure in the exercises and
giving them various options from which to choose during an exercise. Maria gave an example of how
asking questions could help youths to tackle an exercise and create a moment of success:

And usually we ask, what do you need to be able to complete the exercise? And in general there is always some
incentive that makes the youths do the exercise. For example by playing against me or the other sports coach, so
he knows, well,… then I cannot get hit unexpectedly or… I want to be on this or that side. And then we adjust
the exercise in such a way that the youth can still participate and experience that moment of success. (Maria)

For many youths, competition is a challenge that they actually like. Competition plays an impor-
tant role in sports in general, and some sports coaches indicated that competitive elements could
offer youths extra motivation to perform. For example, Claire explained how she used competitive
elements to increase the focus of the youths during exercises:

What I can do as well is to work with points. We are going to shoot at goal. Scoring on the center or right hand side
earns 2 points, through the middle is 1 point. Then we are going to see who scores the most points… and very
often you see that by including a competitive element in the exercise… then they are already… oeh I want to
win, so I will concentrate more. (Claire)

Other sports coaches were more reluctant to include competitive elements in their training, as this
could negatively influence the youths’ self-confidence, if they failed in the exercises or would lost a
competition game. This could then disturb their feeling of manageability. Jack explained why he did
not include competitive elements in his training:

Because at the outset, in the first place, you want youths to start liking sport. It is already very difficult to get them
involved in sport. And well… failing, having fear, losing… that is quite a big issue with these youths, with this
group of youths. Yes, then it is… especially if we compete against each other… I am afraid to come to the
sports field and I lose to you. (Jack)

4.2. Community sport coaches’ transfer strategies

As shown in the previous section, all the sports coaches had very clear ideas about their coaching
philosophy and their coaching actions. However, most of the sports coaches indicated that they
did not intentionally use strategies to stimulate life skill transferability, and hence they fitted in the
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implicit approach. Three sports coaches made reference to explicit strategies, but this was limited to
mentioning to the youths that the skills they demonstrated during the training sessions were also
applicable in other societal domains. Peter explained, for example, how he emphasised to the
youths the importance of displaying perseverance both during the sports lessons and in everyday life:

It helps you a lot with school, with work. I always say, the same perseverance and discipline that you need during
your exam period… is what you need during the [sports] lesson. And that what I now have to squeeze out of you,
you can later do on your own. It is the same perseverance, self-confidence and discipline you need when you have
been rejected for the twentieth time for an internship or a job. (Peter)

One of the reasons for not paying explicit attention to transfer was that, according to the sports
coaches, the youths should not experience the sports setting as an educational or a therapeutic
setting. The main objective of the sports coaches was to provide a fun activity for them and to
divert their attention away from everyday hassles and problems. Sports participation was seen by
the sports coaches as an outlet for youths. Richard explained why he tried to refrain from creating
a therapeutic atmosphere during sports lessons:

You should just look at it like this: they are just youths or children with emotional baggage. But in principle, you do
not want to know everything about that. Because that is not what you are for. That is why they have guidance [from
youth care professionals]. You are there just for fun. And that is also the way they have to think about you. (Richard)

A second reason for not paying explicit attention to the transfer of life skills was a lack of time, as
John explained:

Ehm…well I think for sure you will take that [life skill transfer] with you, but trying to pay explicit attention to it? I
think that… but I think that it is very difficult as a trainer to do that as well. In all honesty, I think that there is just
not enough time. (John)

Although, in general, the sports coaches paid limited attention to explicit strategies for life skill
transferability, they firmly believed that youths transferred life skills, such as perseverance, team
work and respect, from the sport setting to other societal domains. Thirteen sports coaches indicated
that life skill transferability was an automatic or unconscious process:

Yes, I absolutely believe in it [transfer of life skills]. Absolutely! Yes, they pick things up by themselves… or by
themselves… they pick it up from the training sessions and the matches and the circumstances surrounding
the sporting experiences…what you should do… or should not do…what you can do differently… so what
normal guys do… they pick that up absolutely. (John)

5. Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to investigate whether and how community sports coaches
create optimal social conditions for life skill development and transferability. The community
sports coaches interviewed in this study gave sports lessons to socially vulnerable youth, and they
believed strongly in the transferability of life skills to other societal domains. In general, the sports
coaches adopted an implicit transfer strategy, focusing strongly on creating a safe, fun and motiva-
tional climate for youths. Even though most of the sports coaches did not employ explicit strategies
to increase life skill transferability, they held clear ideas about how to create optimal social conditions
for personal development. Their coaching philosophies included enjoyment as the main objective of
sports lessons. In addition, the sports coaches emphasised the importance of providing meaningful
experiences by creating a sports environment in which the youths would feel appreciated and
‘normal’, allowing them to forget the hassles and problems of everyday life. Little moments of
success were created by making sure that the youths understood how they could achieve success
and what skills they could use to be successful in the sports setting. By increasing the youths’ com-
prehensibility and manageability in sport-specific situations, the sports coaches tried to create mean-
ingful sporting experiences that could contribute to the youths’ understanding of the challenges of
everyday life, as well as to their ability to deal with these challenges.
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In line with other studies that emphasised the importance of enjoyment for personal development
(Adachi & Willoughby, 2014; Light & Harvey, 2015), fun and enjoyment were the primary elements of
the coaching philosophies in this current study. In addition, the sports coaches focused on creating
sports environments where youths would feel safe and ‘normal’. In this study, we have labelled these
actions as creating meaningfulness. According to Antonovsky (1979), meaningfulness is the feeling
that ‘the demands are challenges, worthy of investment and engagement (p. 19)’. In order to keep
youths engaged in the activities, as well as to attain personal development, this meaningfulness
was considered a precondition by the sports coaches. This corresponds with the idea of Antonovsky
(1987) that the motivational component of meaningfulness is most important for salutary
movements:

The direction of movement will be determined by the sense of meaningfulness. If one strongly cares and believes
that one understands the problems confronting one, there will be a powerful motivation to seek out resources,
being loath to give up the search until they are found. Without any such motivation, however, one ceases to
respond to stimuli, and the world soon becomes incomprehensible; nor is one impelled to search for resources.
(p. 21)

The sports coaches strongly emphasised the need to build a safe and caring climate in order to
create these meaningful experiences. Indeed, the importance of a safe and caring sports climate
for youth development has been stressed by many researchers (Camiré, 2014; Cronin & Allen,
2015; Haudenhuyse et al., 2012).

The sports coaches mentioned a plethora of coaching actions that they used to create little
moments of success (i.e. meaningfulness). The actions were mainly directed at making sure that
the youths understood ‘how things work’ (i.e. comprehensibility) and giving them the opportunity
to experience mastery (i.e. manageability). The sports coaches placed great emphasis on enhancing
the youths’ sense of comprehensibility and manageability by balancing the difficulty of the exercises
and the skills the youths possessed to be successful. This balance meant that the challenges during
the sports lessons should not be too difficult, but on the other hand they should not be too easy
either, because then the youths would not learn anything. From a salutogenic perspective, it can
be argued that stressors can be salutary and even necessary in order to move forward (Antonovsky,
1979). At the same time, stressors can be harmful if there is no adequate response available and
hence can lead to breakdown. Consequently, it is important that the youths have adequate response
options to deal with the stressors in the sports setting. The experience of not having enough
resources (e.g. skills) to deal with a challenge can hinder personal development; this results in gen-
eralised resistance resources-resistance deficits in Antonovsky’s (1987) terminology. In this respect,
some sports coaches warned against the use of competitive elements in the sports setting,
because the youths might experience feelings of failure if they lost a match for example. Bean,
Fortier, Post, and Chima (2014) conducted a systematic literature review of the negative physical
and psychological effects of organised sports on youth and developed a model to explain the circum-
stances in which positive versus negative experiences may arise. Three factors were considered
important in making this distinction: the level of practice volume, the motivational climate created
by sports coaches and the intentional teaching of life skills. Negative experiences in sports are
more likely to occur if young athletes engage in a high volume of training, if little attention is paid
to the motivational climate and if there is no intentional teaching of life skills. Hence, the sports
coach plays an important role in ensuring that youths have positive sporting experiences in order
to reach positive youth development.

According to salutogenic theory, SOC develops in childhood and early adulthood when people
have life experiences characterised by consistency, overload–underload balance and socially
valued decision-making (Antonovsky, 1987). These three characteristics of life experiences seemed
to be present in the coaching actions examined in this study. In relation to consistency, the sports
coaches focused on creating a clear structure in the training sessions. In relation to an overload–
underload balance, the sports coaches implemented exercises that were both challenging and
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manageable. The last characteristic, socially valued decision-making, is more difficult to relate to the
coaching actions, because the sports coaches at first sight did not seem to include youths in decision-
making during the sports lessons. However, as Jakobsson (2012) found in her qualitative study
among Swedish teenagers that the meaningfulness of sport for youths lies in ‘sharing sporting activi-
ties [with peers] with a common goal’ (p. 12). This element is reflected in the coaching actions, as the
sports coaches placed a strong emphasis on team work and being part of a group. Cronin and Allen
(2015) examined the relationship between the coaching climate, youth developmental experiences
and psychological well-being and found that the effect of the coaching climate on psychological
well-being was mediated via the development of personal and social skills (e.g. controlling one’s
emotions or relationship development). They did not find evidence for the mediating effect of the
other developmental experiences (i.e. cognitive skills, goal setting and initiative); this suggests that
sports coaches should encourage youth to develop their personal and social skills in order to facilitate
positive youth development.

We adopted a salutogenic approach because this aligns with the idea of sports as a tool for per-
sonal development. Its use in this study has improved our understanding of how sports coaches
create optimal conditions in the sport setting for the personal development of socially vulnerable
youth. The central concept of the salutogenic model, SOC, reflects the ability of people to orient
themselves towards given stressors, to select a strategy in order to deal with these stressor and to
feel that dealing with stressors is a meaningful activity (Antonovsky, 1979). This ability to deal with
everyday-life stressors could help socially vulnerable youth to recognise challenges in the course
of their lifespan. In this respect, it is important to note that SOC is a global orientation that can be
applied to any given situation, as it addresses people’s ability to deal with stressful situations even
though they have not encountered the specific situation before. In line with this idea, it can be
argued that young people with a stronger SOC are more likely to be able to use their life skills (i.e.
their GRRs) to combat everyday-life stressors throughout their lives and in various situations. If
sports participation leads to increased levels of SOC, this may explain why youth can transfer their
life skills to other societal domains. This is not necessarily an explicit process intentionally steered
by the sports coaches. As suggested by Turnnidge et al. (2014), sports can be beneficial for youth
development without explicit attention being paid to life skill transfer when the activities are struc-
tured properly and when they stimulate youths to become active agents of their own development
(Holt et al., 2008; Larson et al., 2005). The sports coach, however, plays an essential role in the implicit
approach in the context of creating an environment that is conducive to youth’s life skill develop-
ment and transfer. For example, it is essential that the sports coaches ensure that the sporting experi-
ences of youth induce implicit reflection in order to strengthen SOC (Super et al., 2015). As pointed
out by several researchers, awareness of and reflection on the acquired life skills are essential to life
skill transfer (Connaughton, Hanton, & Jones, 2010; Tamminen & Holt, 2012). However, longitudinal
research is needed to confirm the idea that youths can develop and transfer life skills within the
implicit approach.

Previous studies have examined the role of the sports coach in life skill teaching, and some studies
have also addressed coaching strategies for life skill transfer (Camiré et al., 2011; Gould et al., 2007;
Trottier & Robitaille, 2014). The results of our study align with the aforementioned studies regarding
the strategies the sports coaches employ for positive youth development. The salutogenic focus of
this study, however, has also drawn our attention to other aspects of the coaching strategies for per-
sonal development. As the salutogenic approach offers insights on what contributes to the personal
development of youths and their ability to cope, this approach allowed us to examine some of the
dilemmas community sports coaches experience in providing sports to socially vulnerable youth.
These dilemmas became visible in the coaching scenarios where the sports coaches often seemed
to struggle to find a balance between comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness. As dis-
cussed in the results section, creating meaningful sporting experiences was considered most impor-
tant for sports participation as well as life skill development. Through these meaningful experiences,
youths could acquire feelings of comprehensibility and manageability. At the same time, as
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competition was seen as something that was very meaningful to youths, a minimum amount of com-
prehensibility and manageability was also seen as a requirement for creating moments of success
during competition. It is therefore important to note that the three SOC elements are closely inter-
linked and cannot be considered separately (Super et al., 2015). Strengthening SOC is therefore a
complex procedure that should include both actions that empower youths to use their available
resources to meet the challenges they are facing and actions that stimulate them to reflect on
their understanding of the challenge and the resources that they have to deal with them.
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