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Disclaimer 

The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not 

constitute and endorsement of the contents which reflect the views only of the 

authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be 

made of the information contained therein. 
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Introduction 

Project CoachLearn is an Erasmus+ co-funded initiative led by Leeds Beckett University seeking to enhance 

sport coaches’ learning, mobility and employability in the European Union.  

The principal output of CoachLearn is the development of a  

European Sport Coaching Framework (ESCF)  

to serve as a non-regulatory reference point  

for the development of coaching and coach education across Europe. 

In addition to the ESCF, CoachLearn has developed a suite of applied tools which aim to support those 

tasked with developing coaching systems and coach education and development opportunities. This suite 

contains the following applications: 

 

This tool will allow organisations involved in coaching to understand what is 

meant by a Coaching System. It will also support the process of mapping the 

system and the identification of the key stakeholders, their roles and their 

interdependences. 

This tool will provide an overview of the key features of the European Education 

landscape (i.e., EQF, ECTS, etc). It will support those embarking on the process of 

developing a coach education programmes ensure they are aligned with 

European policy. 

This tool will allow system builders to better understand the current populations 

taking part in their sport (a model of the sport) and compare it with the desired 

future picture (model for the sport). The overall purpose is to determine the kind 

of environments we need to create for different populations and the types of 

coaches (and their skill sets) that will be needed. 

This tool will support coach developers to contextualise the 6 primary functions 

to different environments/domains. Therefore, it will allow for the identification 

of the skills, competencies and knowledge basis needed for a particular coach 

working in a particular context with a particular population of 

participants/athletes. The tool will also support the development of suitable 

curricula. 

This tool will allow system builders, coach developers and coaches to compare 

qualifications between sports and between countries by reference to roles in 

ESCF/ISCF and EQF 

This tool will provide guidance as to how to set up effective and efficient 

RPL&WBE systems 
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What are coaching systems? 

As established in the ESCF, Coaching System can be defined as: 

 

 

 

 

The idea of a coaching system implies that all its parts are interconnected and contribute to the 

outcomes of the whole. A well organised and structured system helps all those involved in it, be it 

organisations or individuals, understand their role as well as achieve their individual and collective goals.   

Who makes up the Coaching System? 

The ESCF (Lara-Bercial et al., 2017) identifies the following possible layers and organisations that 

comprise the Coaching System. 

 

Figure 1 – The people, functions and organisations that make up the coaching system 

(Reproduced from ESCF; Lara-Bercial et al., 2017) 

The people, organisations, structures and processes that play a 

part in the recruitment, education, development, employment 

and recognition of coaches in a particular context. 
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Athletes and coaches are at the centre of the system. This is based on three assumptions: 

1. Athletes and coaches exist regardless of whether a coaching system is in place or not.  

2. The coaching system’s main goal is to provide suitable and fulfilling sporting experiences 

for its participants regardless of domain,context and level of participation.  

3. Coaches have a significant impact on participant experiences and outcomes 

In a fully developed coaching system, the rest of the layers and components function in a 

synchronised manner to ensure that coaches can meet athlete needs across the sport system:  

➢ Coach developers are a key element of the system. They are central to coach education and 

development that is effective and supports coaches’ continuous learning and growth. 

➢ Coach education providers, whatever part of the education sector they belong to, guarantee 

that coach education opportunities are available, accessible, and that their high quality 

design and delivery meet the needs of coaches. 

➢ Coach employers offer suitable coaching positions whether they are remunerated or not, 

provide an optimal environment for coaches to coach in, have a duty of care towards them 

and support their continuous development. 

➢ Funders play a fundamental role in providing the necessary resources to sustain and 

continue to develop the coaching system.  

➢ International supporters are those organisations with global reach which play a number of 

roles. Sometimes they support and enable local and national systems. In other occasions, 

they police parts of the system or create a universal system that subsumes or co-exists 

alongside national ones.  

What structures and processes impact the development and functioning a Coaching 
System? 

Coaching systems do not operate in isolation. They sit within established structures and process that 

must be taken into account. For instance : 

➢ National and international qualification frameworks 

➢ Sport-specific qualification frameworks 

➢ Education legislation 

➢ Employment legislation 

➢ National and international sport funding streams 
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Un understanding of which partners or parts of the system are involved or affected by these 

processes and their impact on the overall objectives is paramount so the appropriate action can be taken 

to maximise enablers or remove constraints over time. 

Any given Coaching System is therefore always embedded in a local, regional, national and/or 

international context. The specific landscape in which the system exists has a distinct impact on which 

system elements are present, the degree to which they are developed, how they are interconnected, and 

the overall ability and capacity of the system to deliver the desired objectives. The influence of context 

cannot be underestimated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some clarifications about Coaching Systems 

Clarification #1 - Coaching Systems are not: 

➢ Sport Systems – A sport system encompasses the whole of sport within a country or 

federation. A coaching system is part of the sport system. 

➢ High Performance Systems – A high performance system entails all the people, 

organisations, structures and processes that work to maximise the performance of athletes 

and teams at the elite end of sport. A coaching system may contribute to this by enhancing 

the recruitment, education, development, deployment and recognition of high performance 

coaches.  However, it also makes provision for other participation domains such as children, 

adolescent and adult recreation and emerging performance. 

➢ Coach Education Systems – A coach education system is an important part of the Coaching 

System, yet the latter is broader and incorporates many more stakeholders and processes.  

 

 

Those that are part of a coaching system, and especially those 
working to develop them further, must be aware of the 

context(s) they operate within.  

A thorough knowledge of the context allows for the 
identification of system needs, suitable objectives, enablers 

and constraints.  
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Clarification #2 - There is only one-way to build a Coaching System: Well…NO!  

Coaching systems come in all shapes and sizes. The format adopted and its components depend on 

the needs of athletes and coaches, the overall nature of the whole sport system, the existing structures 

and processes, the resources available, and the ability and capacity of the organisations (i.e., 

governments, federation, etc.) and the people within them. Good systems can be small and simple or 

large and complex. There is no pre-established format a good system needs to conform with.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coaching systems come in all shapes and sizes. There is no pre-
established format a good system needs to conform with.  

 
Good systems can be small and simple or large and complex.  

It is all about need and context.  
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Why a Systems Approach? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do systems work? Examples of Good Practice 

Over the last decade particularly, more and more countries and federations have implemented a 

systems-oriented approach. Below there are two good examples of this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A systems approach… 

➢ Helps you achieve your sport system goals 

➢ Aids the identification of all stakeholders, structures and processes that 

contribute to (or hinder) the development of coaching in your context 

➢ Facilitates the distribution of tasks between stakeholders and opens 

avenues for cooperation and the creation of synergies 

➢ Supports the maximisation of existing resources and the leveraging of 

new ones 

➢ Makes it easier for coaching to build a case for policy changes and 

increased support at governmental level 

➢ Creates a community of practice between all stakeholders where they 

learn from each other’s successes and challenges 

 

The UK Coaching Framework 

✓ Launched in 2008 

✓ Brings together over 30 national 

federations 

✓ Main goal is to be able to provide 

‘Excellent Coaching Every Time for 

Everyone’ 

✓ Qualifications are aligned with the 

National Qualifications Framework and 

the European Qualifications 

Framework for Lifelong Learning 

✓ Has transformed the way coaching is 

perceived in the UK 

✓ www.sportscoachuk.org  

The Portuguese National Plan  
for Coach Education 

✓ Launched in 2010 

✓ Brings together all national federations 

✓ Coaching has gained professional 

status and greater recognition in 

Portuguese society 

✓ Qualifications are aligned with the 

National Qualifications Framework and 

the European Qualifications 

Framework for Lifelong Learning 

✓ Different streams of coach education 

are integrated 

✓ www.idesporto.pt/ficheiros/file/PNFT  

http://www.sportscoachuk.org/
http://www.idesporto.pt/ficheiros/file/PNFT
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Considerations in developing a Coaching 

System 
Developing a coaching system is an important step for a 

country or organisation. As such, there are a few elements 

that need to be considered before determining the course 

of action. The process outlined in the diagram below is 

proposed as a thinking tool and starting point.  

 

 

 

 

Current Picture 

The first consideration is what the existing 
system looks like NOW.  

Desired Vision & Principles 

Alongside an understanding of the current 
picture, a clear vision for the coaching 
system is needed. This vision, however, 
must be informed by a set of foundational 
principles related to organizational and 
institutional motivation, aims of sport 
participation, coaching workforce, human 
and material resourcing and coach 
education.  

Needs Analysis, Reality Check & Shaping 

An analysis of the gap between the 
current and the desired picture can then 
be conducted. Most importantly, this 
analysis must be made in the context of 
the available resources and linked 
agendas that may impact on the coaching 
system. This reality check allows us to put 
the desired picture in perspective with the 
enablers and constraints. At this point we 
can start shaping up a realistic concrete 
vision. 

Concrete Vision & Strategy 

A concrete vision has to be underpinned 
by a well-developed strategy which acts 
as a roadmap to inform action on the 
ground on a day-to-day basis.  

Foreseen Impact & Change-Management 

The impact of the new proposals on all 
stakeholders has to be taken into account. 
Effective change-management strategies 
to increase buy-in, minimize resistance 
and support all to meet the new system 
demands is crucial for long-term success. 

 

 

THINKING TOOL 
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Key Questions to Ask Before Developing your Coaching System 

Along this process, there are a number of key questions that are worth reflecting on. This section offers 

some of these questions. Answering them guarantees that your system will be as good as it can be given 

the existing conditions in your country and sport. Remember there is no perfect format for a coaching 

system, it has to be right for you. There are only ingredients, but which ones you need and to what extent 

depends a lot on the system you are trying to cook and how many people you have at the dining table! 

Current Picture of Your Sport/Country 

Participants 

✓ How many people do sport in your country? / How many people play your sport?  

✓ At what level do people take part? (i.e., youth, recreational, performance) 

✓ Where do people play sport? (i.e., clubs, school, community leagues) 

✓ Where is the sport primarily played? (i.e. cities, towns, country, in the coast, mountains, etc) 

✓ What are the pre-requirements and/or barriers for people to access the sport/sport? (i.e., 

money, facilities, transport, lack of opportunities/clubs/leagues/coaches) 

✓ When and why do people stop doing your sport/sport? 

✓ What do you need to attract more people to your sport/sport and keep them there? 

✓ Is increasing number of participants a high priority? Or is it winning medals? 

Coaches & Coaching 

✓ Who makes up your current coaching workforce? (i.e. former athletes, parents, teachers, 

professional coaches, volunteers) 

✓ How are coaches recruited into the sport? What incentives are there to attract them? 

✓ How many coaches are qualified? To what level?  

✓ Is there a coaching licence? If yes, what are its benefits? If not, why not? Would one be useful? 

✓ Is coaching a recognised profession by law? 

✓ Are coaches recognised by society? What is the societal status of coaching? 

✓ Is coaching a professional avenue or a leisure activity/hobby? Or both? 

✓ How long do coaches stay in sport? 

✓ How are coaches educated and developed? 

✓ What pedagogical principles underpin coach education? 

✓ How are coaches currently supported by governing bodies of sport and clubs? 
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✓ What are the key competencies required of coaches in your system? Do these change depending 

on what context they work in? 

✓ Is coach education segmented? (i.e. different for different coaching contexts) 

✓ What level of expertise is there within the federations/government to support coach 

development and education? What expertise needs to be brought in from the outside? 

✓ Who are your coach developers/tutors? How are they selected and trained? 

✓ What is the coaching culture like? 

o Do people want to become coaches or do they have to be coerced into it? 

o Are coaches self-driven to learn/improve? 

o Is coaching dominated by a particular age-group/segment of society (i.e. graduates, 

teachers, high income, etc.) 

o What are the dominant attitudes in coaching (i.e., towards violence, doping, youth 

sport, competition, safeguarding, racism, inclusion, etc.) 

o What’s the main frame of reference for coaches? (i.e. high performance, recreation, 

lifestyle, community) 

✓ What areas of the coaching system are in need of urgent action? Why? 

 

Desired Vision & Principles 

Vision 

✓ Is there a vision for the future of the sport/sport? Is it written somewhere? 

✓ What role does coaching play in that vision?  

✓ Is there a national plan/framework for coaching? 

✓ Who developed it? What is its ultimate goal? 

✓ What is the ultimate goal for the future coaching system? 

✓ Is there an organisation/group of organisations leading the coaching system? Do they have an 

official or unofficial mandate to do this? 

✓ Are all coaching stakeholders involved? Who is missing? 

✓ Do stakeholders understand their role in the coaching system? 

Principles 

✓ What values underpin the vision? 
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✓ What are the motivations to develop the coaching system? (i.e. increase participation, win 

more medals, enhance health of country, etc.) 

✓ What is the value of sport in your context? 

✓ What are the main beliefs and attitudes towards the coaching workforce at federation or 

government level? 

✓ What are the required human and material resources to bring the vision to life? 

✓ What key structural and pedagogical principles underpin the vision for coach education? 

 

Enablers & Constraints  

Available Resources 

✓ What material resources currently underpin the coaching system? 

✓ What human resources currently underpin the coaching system? 

✓ What additional resources can be leveraged? 

✓ What area of the coaching system consumes most of the resources? 

✓ What area of the coaching system ‘makes a profit’ in terms of generating human and/or material 

resources? 

✓ What are of the coaching system is in urgent need for additional resources?  

Linked Agendas 

✓ What local, regional, national and international policies have an impact on the coaching 

system? In which way? 

✓ What employment legislation impacts/regulates coaching? 

✓ What education legislation/policies impact/regulate coaching? 

✓ How is coaching connected to the sport, education and employment ‘lobby/establishment’? 

✓ Is there a national policy/plan for sport? How does it affect coaching? 

✓ What’s the overall level of investment in sport? How much of that supports the coaching 

system? 

So what are the main enablers and constraints to be taken into account? 
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Concrete Vision & Strategy  

Foreseen Impact 

✓ What is the foreseen impact of developing the new coaching system? 

o For existing coaches 

o For newly qualified coaches 

o For employers (i.e., schools, clubs, local authorities, federations) 

o For coach education providers (i.e., federations, universities, private providers) 

o For coach developers/tutors 

o For funders 

o For policy makers in coaching/other areas 

Change Management 

✓ Based on the foreseen impact identified above: 

o Which sector will require more attention/support to adapt to the new system? 

o What could this support look like? 

o Who are the key players in each stakeholder that will facilitate change-management? 

o How can stakeholders support each other in this process? 
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Common Stumbling Blocks and Pitfalls of Coaching Systems 

It is important to be aware of some of the common pitfalls of coaching systems to try and be a step ahead 

of them when you are developing yours. 

✓ Lack of leadership and official mandate: it is problematic to galvanise the whole of the coaching 

system when no single organisation or consortium of organisations has the official mandate and 

leadership to drive its development. It is also difficult to mobilise stakeholders when the leader 

organisation does not have the backing of the relevant government department or ministry or 

lacks any kind of leverage. 

✓ Sport and/or coaching are a low priority nationally: similarly, it is a real tall order to create the 

necessary conditions for system development or change if sport and/or coaching are a low 

priority. It may be necessary to raise the profile of coaching through lobbying and awareness 

raising campaigns before embarking in system development. 

✓ Conflict of interest between stakeholders: sometimes, stakeholders within the system, whilst 

sharing the common interests of sport and coaching, find themselves in stern competition for a 

piece of the pie or holding competing views. Examples of this are 

o Federations competing to keep their standing in the overall sporting picture 

o Education providers wishing to maintain their share of the market 

o Divergent views of different segments of the sport/education sector (i.e., physical 

educators and coaches; sport for all vs high performance sport) 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In any case, the main thing to remember is to try and build a 

system that is fit for purpose and which takes into account the 

current enablers and constraints. Starting small and progressively 

building up appears to be a better strategy than trying to develop 

an overwhelmingly large and complex system that no-one will buy 

into. 
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Where can you go for additional resources? 

Please visit www.coachlearn.eu/tools and www.icce.ws/projects.html   

Copyright © 2017 by CoachLearn  
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