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The above thoughts of this middle aged female runner is typical of a new breed of 

participants in sport. People who are looking for flexibility, fun and enjoyment but also 

improvement. For this they are turning to the people in charge - the leaders, activators and 

coaches who are the new workforce of the flexible participation movement.  

What is recreational sport? 

The term recreational sport is a useful way to imagine this movement. It is an organised 

activity that is marketed as a flexible and fun option for those who don’t have time to commit 

to more traditional club activities.  

Football and running are two examples of how governing bodies of sport have adopted to 

the new reality of participation in sport. The FA recreational option for women called Just 

Play sums up the idea. As they say on their website: 

Just Play kickabouts are great for when you want to play without committing to a weekly 

game, a complicated league or fancy team strips. Sessions are flexible and sociable and an 

FA qualified Just Play organiser will ensure you have fun on the pitch whatever your level of 

fitness or ability 

Similarly England Athletics have created Run England to get the whole country running with 

a programme that they say 

Enables you to do your running, your way, where you are - while benefitting from the support 

and encouragement of the wider running community 

Both programmes display the themes of today’s consumer centred world. They are about 

you and how you manage and enjoy your free time. But at the same time both emphasise an 

element of community and support that suggests they are still grounded in the traditional 

aspects of sport. 

While recreational sport is fun and flexible research has shown that this does not mean 

taking it easy. Even with recreational sport people still want to learn and improve.  

 

I have made great friends, the group is fun but also challenging 
and enjoyable. It's great to have a leader for help, knowledge, 
advice and motivation. 



 

 

Coaching recreational sport 

Coaching, traditionally associated with structured plans for improvement, at first seems at 

odds with the un-structured, fun nature of recreational sport. But research shows that 

coaching is happening. By talking with participants and leaders/coaches in different sports 

the amount of coaching that happens was found to range from 25% to 85% of sessions.1 

This is a huge range and demonstrates the variety of options out there for participants. Most 

interesting is that whoever is in charge of a session has at least a one in four chance that 

they will be asked ‘how do I do that?’ or ‘how can I improve?’  

The big question then is - will they be able to answer it?  

And this is the big question. An evaluation of the Active Women programme, a Sport 

England funded initiative to get more women playing sport, found that having a person in 

charge with strong sport skills was a necessity.2 But why are people looking for coaching 

when the programme is designed as just for fun? The answer lies in the mind. Everyone has 

a deep psychological need to feel competent. 

Competence is key 

There is now a substantive body of evidence that shows humans have three key 

psychological needs that will influence their motivation - competence, relatedness and 

autonomy. When these three needs are met people experience enhanced motivation, 

enjoyment, effort, persistence, performance, and psychological well-being.3 

A common reason given by participants in recreational sport for why they keep coming back 

each week is because they are getting better and that they are getting a buzz from this.4 So 

competence makes people feel good and keeps them coming back. But to get competent 

they need to ask someone who knows that they’re talking about. 

What possibly separates recreational sport from other sports is that participants want to get 

better at their own pace.5 Again we are back to the consumer centred nature of these 

versions of sports. It is about improving when I want to rather than following someone else’s 

plan. This affects the role of the person in charge who is more likely to use hints and tips for 

individuals rather than group drills. Ultimately what we are seeing is a new definition of 

coaching for the modern world. 

Re-defining coaching 

Recreational sport is the same as other coached sport in that there is a recognised person in 

charge and that participants have a desire to improve. Where it differs from traditional sport 

is in how and when this development occurs. In recreational sport the participant is the 

master of their own development. They instigate when improvement happens and progress 

at their own pace rather than when a coach thinks they should.  

Life can get difficult when a coach is trying to manage a fun group game or activity while at 

the same time some of the group want to develop a new skill. A games based approach 

offers the best solution. With this the fun, flexible side of the sport is maintained and the 

coach can react to individual questions about improvement within the game without having 

to break up the flow (or fun). 



 

 

This is blending sport knowledge with sensitivity and subtlety. These are the keywords for 

this new style of coaching and shows the importance of interpersonal and sport skills.   As 

the Active Women evaluation pointed out successful coaches were identified as friendly, 

approachable, reassuring and proactive. But they also needed to be familiar with the rules of 

the sport and be able to manage groups. 

All the evidence points to quality coaching as being central to keeping people in recreational 

sport.6 Flexibility within an overall game based structure appears to be the model that 

successfully marries fun and flexibility with improvement and competence. Research has 

shown that the ability to combine these often contradictory demands is a characteristic of 

expert coaches.7 

Recreational sport represents a challenge for coaching. It requires adopting the important 

existing knowledge to suit a new style of participant. Someone who wants to learn but wants 

to do so in a flexible and fun way. In these settings the coach takes a back seat and lets the 

participant lead. Interestingly such an approach has been shown as a vital part of coaching 

medal winning athletes in the Olympics.8  

It is an intriguing idea that the person in charge of a Just Play kickabout or leading runners 

through a park may be considered as equal to a national coach in an Olympic stadium. 

  



 

 

Notes to accompany the text 

To support the arguments in this paper we have used project evaluations (published and 

unpublished) as well as academic research. Below is the evidence we used to draw our 

conclusions. 

1. Evidence that coaching is taking place in recreational sport 

 

Research conducted with female recreational footballers showed that 80% thought it 

was important that the organiser encouraged them to learn new skills. 

 

Research conducted with organisers of Just Play sessions asked if they ever 

provided coaching and if so what they did. Around 50% of organisers said yes. When 

we examined the detail of this coaching we found half involved technical/tactical 

coaching with the other half a mixture of lifestyle coaching, football culture advice and 

other advice. As such we could conclude that 25% of sessions were concerned with 

improvement of skill. 

Research with runners in Run England found that 85% believed their leader was also 

a coach and 73% said their running was improving. 

The Active Women project evaluation found that while women were put off by 

traditional coaching a majority of participants would like coaches to provide them with 

more tips to help them improve their technique (page 6). 

https://www.sportengland.org/media/368867/20131105-final-y2-aw-evaluation-report-

external-.pdf 

70% of netballers who played in Back to Netball sessions reported that they received 

coaching. 

2. The importance of organisers of recreational sport have strong sport skills 

 

In Year One of the Active women evaluation concerns were expressed about the 

quality of some coaches leading the session and in particular ‘Some [project leads] 

felt simply that some coaches were not familiar enough with the rules of the sports 

played, while others felt that some coaches may benefit from specific training in order 

to ‘boost’ their confidence and therefore overall performance’ 

https://www.sportengland.org/media/39605/active-women-programme-first-year-

evaluation-report.pdf 

This issue was reported as decreasing in year two of the evaluation as a result of 

further training for coaches. 

3. Academic research on the importance of competence 

 

Competence, relatedness and autonomy relate to Self-Determination Theory. To 

read more on how this impacts coaching see: 

http://www.sportscoachuk.org/resource/self-determination-theory-and-young-people 

https://www.sportengland.org/media/368867/20131105-final-y2-aw-evaluation-report-external-.pdf
https://www.sportengland.org/media/368867/20131105-final-y2-aw-evaluation-report-external-.pdf
https://www.sportengland.org/media/39605/active-women-programme-first-year-evaluation-report.pdf
https://www.sportengland.org/media/39605/active-women-programme-first-year-evaluation-report.pdf
http://www.sportscoachuk.org/resource/self-determination-theory-and-young-people


 

 

For a more general discussion on Self-Determination Theory see: Deci, E. L., & 

Ryan, R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human 

behaviour. New York: Plenum. 

4. Evidence that participants stay in recreational sport because they are 

improving 

 

73% of recreational runners stated that ‘improving’ is a reason why they keep coming 

back (the second most popular option after ‘there is always a good welcome’).  

 

45% of female recreational footballers stated that ‘learning new skills’ was a reason 

why they kept coming back (the fourth most popular option). 

 

5. The link between improvement and learning at your own pace 

 

Between 50% to 55% of recreational participants who stated they were improving 

also said they came back each week because they could progress at their own pace.  

 

6. The importance of quality coaching 

 

In the Active Women evaluation year two report good coaching is described as being 

absolutely central to maximising retention. (pg85). 

 

7. Quality coaching and managing contradictory goals 

 

For more information on managing contradictory goals as a characteristic of quality 

coaching see: 

http://www.sportscoachuk.org/sites/default/files/no16%20embracing%20the%20para

dox.pdf 

 

8. Quality coaching through reduced active involvement of coaches 

 

For more information on Olympic coaches taking a back seat and letting their 

athletes get on with playing see: 

http://www.sportscoachuk.org/sites/default/files/no20%20orchestraing%20success.p

df 
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