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Training, as a core device in the projects that use sport to increase employability, is
today a much-cited element in papers in the sector. However, there seems to be
little research that specifically delves into training processes. This contribution
analyses the state of the art on the subject, focusing on the characteristics of
the training courses mentioned in literature, highlighting some recurring critical
issues. A proposal, which considers the limitations discussed above, is
formulated as a result of this analysis. More specifically, we introduce, as a
contribution to the debate, a training model for team sports coaches developed
within the EU Erasmus + sport project SBSMED. Theoretical assumptions,
methodology, contents and assessment methods of training effectiveness will
be explained, highlighting valuable elements and the open issues that emerge
from this experience.
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Introduction

Sport and employability, the specific weight of training

For nearly twenty years now, sport has been considered a useful experience for the

development of skills transferable to different areas of life (1–14), with a recent emphasis

on the specific pairing of Sport and Employability (15–22).

The Work Plan for Sport 2017–2020 of the EU (European Union 2017) also mentions,

among its priorities, the development of sport as a means to contrast unemployment,

activating various policies to this end, and funding several programmes (Team up for

NEET; SK4YS- Skills for Youth through Sport; Sport4employability; SCORES- developing

skills and competencies resulting in employability through sport).

In this active debate, training is mentioned in almost all contributions as a crucial

element of this effort. Nevertheless, training proposals are rarely discussed. It is often

unclear, as several authors point out, what type of training, what specific characteristics it

must have, and on what basis it is supposed to truly foster employability (16, 19, 23–25).

By analyzing the literature on the topic in depth, we will try to highlight the most critical

aspects which, in our opinion, should not be neglected in new studies and experiences.

The analysis reveals that relation between employability through sport, and the training

programs on the theme, are often structured through implicit or imposed assumptions,

which are methodologically weak, rather than through real strategies of action, with clear

expected results (19); we will now highlight some of these critical aspects, which are

useful to focus on the most relevant weaknesses in the state of the art.

A first critical element concerns precisely the lack of clarification of the theoretical,

methodological and contextual assumptions that guide the design of training courses (and

often, in general, also the entire design intentionality).
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It seems useful in this regard to consider that most of these are

top-down proposals, based on an often-unjustified selection

of certain skills (among the many available), deemed useful in the

labour market or more generally in social life, submitted in a

transmissive and heterogeneous way to the various recipients (16, 26).

A dialogic, bottom-up approach, co-designed with

practitioners, capable of highlighting the specific desirable skills,

making the training offer situated and shared, is seldom

submitted (25, 27, 28).

The characteristics of the recipients (which mainly focus on

structural biographical data), their previous training experiences

and the new needs on which the proposals are based are rarely

valorised. Recruitment and selection of recipients are thus often

the result of a priori defined or weakly justifiable processes

(19, 29). This results is a generic training content, certainly

useful in terms of increasing knowledge of the topic, but not

incisive in terms of practical effects (30).

More specifically, concerning the type of competences promoted

in training courses aimed at the employability of recipients,

comparing the competence models developed in over 300

European sports projects (3), and the most recent

systematisations of some users (19), it can be noted that the

most in demand are: self-management, time management,

resilience, generic social skills, personal effectiveness, self-esteem,

teamwork, problem-solving.

Several issues need to be taken into consideration, in addition

to the already highlighted explanation of why these skills were

chosen: there appears to be an ambiguity between employability

skills, life skills, soft skills, borrowing an imprecise equivalence

between employability and life skills or between employability

and soft skills (10). These questions point to the need to make

explicit which idea of employability is being referred to and what

kind of use of sport as a tool is being implied.

There seems to be an expectation that participation in sport

and related activities inherently produces developmental

outcomes (31), which are automatically transferable to other life

contexts (18, 32, 33). The expectation of an intrinsic

transferability, from the sporting sphere to the labour market,

without presupposing any personal elaboration or

reinterpretation, produces the skill mismatch, i.e., the gap

between the skills required by the labour market and those

developed during training programmes through sport (14, 34). It

is possible to observe a paradoxical exclusion of certain key

targets, which could facilitate awareness and transferability of

learning, for the implementation of training proposals useful to

young athletes, specifically coaches.

Indeed, another critical issue to highlight concerns the

targets to which these training courses are most frequently

addressed. Literature shows that the recipients are mostly young,

elite athletes engaged in formal training courses, especially

university students, with the aim of developing dual career paths

and reconciling sport and education (17, 35–49). Other

programmes, on the other hand, address two main targets, whose

professional vulnerability is recognized as an urgent social risk;

we refer specifically to Neets (Not in Education, Employment or

Training) and migrants in different Western countries, in
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particular women, although they are more often involved

in more generic social inclusion programs (14, 16, 19, 21, 22, 29,

34, 50–54).

Therefore, even though coaches are unanimously recognised

as figures to be included in training courses, they hardly

appear as protagonists in training proposals, thus becoming

"great absentees". The quality of the sports experience, mediated

by the coach teaching a particular sport, does not, therefore,

seem to be a central theme. The exclusion of coaches from

training projects and their instrumental inclusion in programs

aimed at the main target groups (youths, NEETs and migrants),

however, introduces the additional implicit assumption that

coaches are always considered to be competent and

knowledgeable (on methods of teaching sports, on issues of

inclusion and employability, on knowing how to adapt them to

different age groups) (55–57).

As we will cover in more detail below, a fundamental issue

seems to be completely overlooked, namely that the practices put

in place by coaches to support the employability of athletes

should primarily aim at improving sports performance. The

improvement of performance, therefore, should not be a separate

and ancillary item, but the main objective of the training.

Coaches and athletes should share the intent to improve in a

specific sport. This is the only way in which the coach’s function

is not distorted and training programmes aimed at employability

can contribute to real sport-based professional growth.

This last consideration appears to be connected to a further

critical aspect, which concerns the relationship between

educational programmes for employability and sport. Referring to

Coalter’s (26) distinction, two types of programmes are prevalent

in training. The first, known as plus-sport, in which sport is a

peripheral activity, an expedient used to strategically reach people

who live on the margins or are excluded from society. The

second, named sport-plus, in which the sporting environment is

strategically manipulated to convey certain values or promote

specific changes, integrating additional activities, e.g., workshops;

these are aimed at developing awareness or stimulating social

changes, with the risk, however, of subtracting sport from sport,

minimising its competitive dimension and downplaying its

authenticity. This implies a flattening of the sporting dimension,

to the detriment of sport-based proposals, in which sport, with

its intrinsic training potential, remains the focus of the

intervention and in which the knowledge and teaching skills of

the specific sport are the main competence. The choice of sport

to develop skills is usually approached in a non-specific manner,

without considering that some sports are more suitable for

developing certain skills and less suitable for developing others,

and overlooking the fact that the ways in which these skills are

developed are also sport-specific.

A final critical issue that appears relevant concerns the

evaluation of training processes, a stage that is generally omitted

or implemented only after the program is completed [Cfr. (58)], as

well as the explication of expected outcomes (59). It would be

useful to assess the program’s adherence to the project’s

objectives and indicators even before and during its

implementation, considering possible reshaping and revisions on
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an ongoing basis, resulting in continuous and participatory

evaluation of the training pathway. This would, consequently,

mean adopting a participatory approach to evaluation and,

more generally, to the design of the training course, promoting

them as a starting point for multiple transformative learning

processes (51, 60–63). It would also be desirable to understand

the impact of the interventions implemented following

the training completion, monitoring their effectiveness and

legacy (64).

These recurring critical elements, which characterise the topic

of training, promoted and implemented in projects and

programmes that aim to increase employability through sport,

are the result of a reasoned synthesis, derived from an in-depth

and extensive analysis of the literature on the topic. We

interrogated the existing literature by means of several specific

and extensive search queries, which have returned scarce and

fragmented results. For the sake of completeness, we report the

outcome of the literature exploration carried out in the Appendix

(Appendix1), where it is possible to observe the transparent

research process that led to the present assertions, in order to be

able to replicate or verify their consistency. In the state of the

art, studies capable of providing a broad, explicit and in-depth

overview of the use of training for the strategic purposes of

increasing or supporting employability through sport seem to

be absent.

The choice of using a critical-thematic synthesis (65), therefore

appears more consistent at this stage of literature development,

rather than conducting a systematic review on the topic. It is,

therefore, considered premature to attempt a comprehensive

systematic review on the basis of the existing literature, which is

still scarce and in the making. We specify that the

systematisation appears premature not because the literature is

meagre and multifaceted (66), but because it is devoid of

punctual considerations on the training intentionality, limiting

itself to describing what has been done and not the contextual,

theoretical, methodological configurations that have produced

targeted impacts of success or failure, in agreement with what

colleagues claim in authoritative and recent contributions on the

subject (19, 25, 67).

A training course was outlined to accommodate these

challenges, beginning with reflection on these critical issues, over

a wide time frame and with the involvement of multiple

European partners. The result is the SBSMED programme, we

initially present the debate on the fundamental constructs that

animate this training proposal, thus clarifying our theoretical

positioning; subsequently, we present an overview of the

programme structure, focusing on the development of the

training modules, thus describing the practical precipitates of our

theoretical positioning.
1Appendix section contains a description of the research process and results

preliminary to the outlined critical-thematic synthesis.
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The SBSMED programme

The SBSMED goals: “making coaches aware
of sport for employability”

The Skills By Sport for Med (SBSMED)2 programme is

developed as part of the 3-year European project Erasmus +

Sport; this programme was launched in January 2020 and is the

result of a collaborative partnership between institutions in

Portugal (ISCTE and Coaches Portugal), Italy (Catholic

University and Okkam Srl), Qatar/England (International Center

for Sport Security and Save the dream), Croatia (HAŠK
Mladost), Greece (The International Olympic Truce Centre),

Spain (Universitat de les Illes Balears) and Cyprus (Cyprus

Sports Organisation). The project envisages sport as a vehicle for

developing skills for the labour market, promoting employability.

The aim is to promote coaches’ awareness of their role in

supporting employability through the practice of sport in their

athletes. This objective is in line with the main priorities of EU

policies, not only within the framework of sport, but also

integration, immigration, development, security and international

cooperation. The main target groups of the project are coaches

and sports instructors who coach unemployed young people and

immigrants, who can be supported by sport to integrate into the

labour market.
Core constructs and our positioning

To make our position in the debate explicit, we present the core

constructs at stake, specifically delving into the relationship between

employability and sport, and between training and coaches.

Employability is a complex and multidimensional construct

that has assumed various facets over time.

Initially, employability was defined as the possession of a set of

skills, totally ascribable to the individual dimension, to determine

which abilities an individual should possess or develop to enter

and remain in employment (68–71). Examples of such skills are

time management, self-management, creativity, communication,

reliability, problem-solving, teamwork (72, 73).

Subsequently, there is a shift to a notion of employability as a

position, in which the work and social context are considered

central. In particular, the number and type of job offers available,

the specific skills required for that position, the competition, and

the location of the job (74).

More recent perspectives, referred to in this contribution,

conceive employability as a process, a composite psychosocial

construct (75). Within this perspective, for instance, Fugate,

Kinicki and Ashforth (76), identify three key dimensions of
2https://asag.unicatt.it/asag-ricerca-e-progetti-skills-by-sport-for-med-

sport-as-a-vehicle-for-developing-skills-for-the-labor

frontiersin.org

https://asag.unicatt.it/asag-ricerca-e-progetti-skills-by-sport-for-med-sport-as-a-vehicle-for-developing-skills-for-the-labor
https://asag.unicatt.it/asag-ricerca-e-progetti-skills-by-sport-for-med-sport-as-a-vehicle-for-developing-skills-for-the-labor
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.1154533
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org/


Gozzoli et al. 10.3389/fspor.2023.1154533
employability: personal adaptability, career identity, and

human and social capital, i.e.,: "A form of work-specific active

adaptability that enables workers to identify and realise career

opportunities" (76).

In this sense, employability is configured as a construct

intertwined with specific competences, animated by the

perception of being capable, of doing things considered useful for

oneself in the present, of feeling a good relational quality with

reference figures, of being curious about what surrounds us. This

is why the coach becomes a key figure to support this process

within the sporting practice.

Regarding the relationship between employability and sporting

activity, on the other hand, we consider that the growing trend in

the literature in recognising sport as a tool for increasing

employability (16) is due to an increased focus on the benefits,

rather than a critical examination of the critical and deficient

issues that this relationship presents (77). While scientific and

political literature emphasize the sports tool and its ability to

transmit certain skills to increase employability, it is also noted

that the constructs are used imprecisely, and there is a lack of

studies that evaluate in-depth whether and how sports can

contribute to the promotion of employability (23). It emerges, in

fact, that in many circumstances, participation in sport is a

necessary, but not sufficient, condition for achieving personal

and social outcomes (16). At the same time, the concept of

employability continues to be used in a very large number of

contexts and with different meanings (71, 78, 79). In addition,

there is a widespread gap regarding explicit training strategies to

be deployed in order to foster transferability from the sporting

field to the working field; there appears to be a lack of an

effective underlying rationale that has been adequately designed

and tested (80). A very important aspect is that although coaches

can play a key role in supporting this process, they are often the

great absentees from training proposals (81).

In many studies, the coach is considered the most important

figure in creating an adequate motivational climate and in

proposing structured activities that enable young people to

achieve their developmental goals (4, 31, 82, 83). To delineate the

training pathway, we started by asking: what contexts do coaches

attend? What is the nature of their knowledge? What

characteristics and training needs characterise them? (60, 84).

Practical experience as players and observation of colleagues

seems to be the primary sources of coaches’ knowledge, in terms

of "informal" knowledge (85–89). Coaching refers to what

Bourdieu (90) called "habitus", a set of internalised patterns

through which people perceive, produce and evaluate their

practices. Talking about the habitus of coaches means

emphasising that, what they do on a daily basis has strong links

to their history, the social positions they occupy and the

continuous redefinition of their practices in their interactions

with people and the environment. For this reason, it seems

fundamental for their learning process to activate reflection on

their experience (91–93). Conversely, if accumulated experience

does not become the object of deconstruction and re-signification

and remains the basis on which to layer additional content, it

risks becoming more of a disadvantage than a resource. We
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found this to be the reason why formal programmes offered by

federations and various institutions often seem to have a

minimal impact on the professional activity of coaches compared

to informal learning contexts (e.g., informal mentoring received

from other coaches, coaching experience and interaction with

other colleagues and one’s own athletes) (85, 94). A further

limitation of coach training seems to be the division between

technical and soft contents: for a long time, training proposals in

the sports field have been characterized by technical content

related to performance in a narrow sense, promoting a

“technocratic rationality” of the role (85, 95). More recently,

there have been proposals focused on soft skills, but separated

from the technicality of training. In both cases, such programmes

often seem to neglect the contextual and dynamic aspects of the

coaching process, reinforcing the simplified representation of the

coach (87, 96). Although coaches can undoubtedly be considered

a reference figure within any sports program, focusing exclusively

on them is simplistic and incomplete. It is important to address

the issue of resources in a broader sense when designing

programs, rigorously and punctually questioning which contexts,

figures, and relationships impact the athlete’s development

and skills.

In the light of these reflections, what training proposal can be

outlined to effectively support coaches in their role as trainers and

promote the employability of young athletes? Our perspective is

based on the constructivist perspective (97–100) which states that

in the process of generating knowledge, reflection in action and

on action is fundamental. Work experience is the privileged field

on which to develop knowledge, as each participant has direct

experience and brings prior knowledge on the topic of training

(99, 101–103). The training process cannot therefore be

conceived as linear and predetermined in detail a priori, but

rather as a process open to emergences and continuous redesign;

focused on subjectivity, reflective capacities of daily practices, and

current knowledge and theories (5, 104, 105). To this end, what

can be defined as “temporary training-research organizations”

(an organization, a space/time environment aimed at training)

are proposed, with a defined and limited duration (in time), with

the aim of supporting individuals in learning through the group

tool. This training approach, alternated and integrated into the

ordinary professional activity of individuals, is based on a

conception of learning characterized by four fundamental

elements: 1) Continuous reflection on one’s own experience (for

example, professional history and practices, relationship between

subject and subject-work) supported by prompts aimed at

stimulating reflexivity (106). One’s own experience is seen as the

result of the permanent intertwining of personal history with the

social and organizational context. 2) Learning based on real

problems, linked to professional practice, and shared within the

training group. The goal is to develop this learning (for example,

developing new professional skills and developing new practices

to address shared issues during the course); it is therefore

essential to identify defined and shared work themes. 3) Learning

meant not only as a cognitive process, but as a process in which

it is essential to consider the emotional life experiences of the

subjects, whether they are related to different work-objects
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examined during the course or stimulated by the training context

(for example, through dialogue). 4) Promoting expression and

dialogue that start from representations of the self in relation to

the educational problem/object. Representations (107) are

considered “tools” for understanding reality (making it

practicable and meaningful), but at the same time, they are often

considered and established as real. It is by working on the

awareness of one’s own representations (for example,

professional role, interlocutors) that the reflective processes

stimulated during a training course can activate a process of

progressive complexification of these representations in subjects.

This process, if guided (by trainers and facilitators) and shared

with others (participants in training groups), allows professionals

to face the job market with greater awareness. Adult learning is

therefore characterized as a recursive and progressive process that

develops not only in a transmissive and individual way, but also

through constant shared reflection (with the instructor and other

professionals) on one’s own experiences and personal practices.

Knowledge, therefore, is not transmitted by the expert with a

top-down approach, but participants are invited to share and

“put into words” their habits and practices as sports coaches.

These habits, regardless of the professional field of application,

are usually strongly crystallized in the daily routine of

professionals. The possibility of sharing and discussing these

practices with a larger group allows for analysis and, by

comparing them with other professional practices, supports

individual and collective processes of change (5, 103). We also

believe it is important to emphasize that, in line with the

adopted training approach, we conducted a dialogic evaluation

(108), aimed at investigating the training experience, both in

terms of process and results. We believed that the training path

opened new scenarios, making the practices more effective and

more humanizing, also taking into account the employability of

the coaches themselves.

The training perspective we promote also proposes an

approach to the development of employability skills based solely

on sport. To explain what we mean by this approach, we refer

to the categorization of sports interventions proposed by

Coalter (26) discussed earlier in the section dedicated to the

state of art in this contribution. The SBS4MED training course

embraces the principles of sport-based programs (ibid.), in

which sport is conceived as a catalyst for employability skills

without the need to add extra activities to develop such

abilities, as would be the case in so-called sport-plus programs.

In the SBSMED training, an alternative approach to the

mainstream de-sportivisation of sports interventions (Ibid.) was

proposed, arguing that in order to promote social outcomes

through sport, it is possible to use sport without de-structuring

or adapting it with the addition of extra activities. Through this

approach, employability skills are inductively enhanced by

normal sports training and emerge from everyday practice and

the quality of the interpersonal relationship between coach and

athlete, rather than being forcibly introduced through ad hoc

exercises. Moreover, this approach does not change the way

coaches carry out their training activities, but makes coaches

reflect on the training methods proposed to their athletes,
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improving their awareness of the use of sport during daily

practice.

If we consider and use sport as a useful tool to achieve an end,

it is deontological to find its value within, otherwise its very

assumption is lost. The engagement of people who practice a

sport is based on clear, if sometimes implicit, assumptions: the

pleasure of practicing a specific sport, the improvement in

performance associate with it, and the desire to win are the

motivational levers which truly allow learning within and

through the sport context. One does not approach a sport with

the intent of entering the world of work more effectively or to be

included socially: these are possible consequences, not the

reasons of engagement: can we imagine a concept of sport

separated from that of improvement, competing and winning?

The lack of effectiveness and replicability of many projects is

precisely based on the involvement of young people using sport

as a fictitious and temporary attraction, and then propose some

other activity3. Sport in this perspective loses its intrinsic and

authentic ability to transmit skill and develop learning, and

becomes a medium, considered useful to the extent in which it is

deemed attractive to involve a certain target. Our perspective, on

the other hand, sees sport as a formative tool in itself, since it

permits, for example, to experience continuous opportunities for

relationships bases on trust, decision making, participation in

conflictual and collaborative processes, the sense of self-efficacy.

We see employability through the practice of pure sport, deriving

from the methodology of daily training, different repertoires of

skills, experienced and lived within a consciously chosen,

emotionally lived, specifically taught proposal. Performance and

competitiveness are therefore characteristics which are

inseparable and not accessory from the idea of sport, otherwise it

would mean that sport could be replaced by any other activity

with the same attractive power, and it would mean believing that

sport therefore, in itself, does not have a specific educational

property.

This is a pillar of our perspective, which clarifies how the

coach, the training methods and the concept of the game

represent key issues. The more an engaging and participatory

context is created, the more players will be put in a position to

be active protagonists of their learning: the more situational

training is promoted, the more evident il will be that one’s ability

to handle complex situations, assessing responsibilities,

possibilities and risks is being trained, as opposed to engaging in

analytical training, which tends to fractionate and reduce the

complexity of the practice to single actions. If this is our

interpretation of the potential of sport, the distinction between

social and elite sport in some respects is nullified; knowingly

living the idea that sport contexts facilitate the learning process,

deriving from the sport itself self-efficacy and specific skills, is
frontiersin.org
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also valuable for those who practice elite sports, and who, in most

cases, have made sport the focus of their lives. At the end of their

career, they will be able to consciously transfer their skills to the

labour market. The same applies to coaches, adopting this

perspective means looking at sport as an opportunity to reflect

on their practices, deriving learnings that are also useful in other

contexts. In summary, the programmes that consider sport in

this sense, make it a more profound and conscious practice,

capable of generating individual, group and cultural learning and

change, both for elite and social sports, regardless of the role

played in the specific project or by peculiar needs.

Another methodological assumption underlying the SBS4MED

training course is that participants have direct experience and prior

knowledge of the subject matter. In traditional training, when

knowledge is transmitted by an expert, participants’ backgrounds

and expertise remain generally implicit. In each module,

participants are invited to discuss their routines as sports

coaches. These routines, regardless of their professional field of

application, are usually strongly crystallized in the daily lives

of professionals. The opportunity to discuss these settled

practices with a larger group allows them to be analyzed

and, through comparison with other professionals, to support

individual change processes (109). This way of implementing the

training course allows for the activation of reflections around

certain established routines and supports the promotion of self-

awareness as professionals (60, 101). Each module of the training

has been structured with the aim of fostering a debate among

coaches who are constantly asked to discuss certain topics

under the supervision of trainers. Through this approach,

knowledge is not mechanically transmitted by the trainer, but

is co-constructed with the participation of the group. New

learning is thus achieved through sharing and reflection among

the various participants (Ibid.). This participatory approach

supports the development of social knowledge (110). The

presence of the group, therefore, becomes a source for developing

new learning.
Programme overview

Providing an overview of the complete program is functional to

understanding at what phase of the overall process lies the

development and implementation of the training proposal that

will be described below. This phase is placed in the central part

of the program, which is dedicated to the planning and

implementation of a training proposal aimed at coaches (WP2-3

PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION OF A TRAINING FOR

SPORTS COACHES). Therefore, only the overall information

useful for a holistic understanding of the program will be

provided (Table 1).

Given the need to structure a complex project with multiple

sequential objectives and the need to manage and monitor its

outcomes over an extended period of time, the work was

organised into four work packages (WP). Work packages are

units of work, each having specific objectives, to allow the

programme to be deconstructed into smaller parts, but at the
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same time remain cohesive and coherent, to develop related and

logically designed activities within the project.

The first package, WP1: RESEARCH GAP ANALYSIS,

incorporated four main objectives, 1) to explore which skills can

be promoted by various specific sports, 2) to explore which skills

are required by the labour market, based on the specific type of

work, 3) to understand the gap between sport skills and the skills

required by the labour market, 4) to provide a scientific basis for

structuring training for sport coaches. The main purpose of this

phase was to provide a fact-finding foundation of the skills

required by the labour market, taking into consideration different

occupational profiles, to understand which sport is better suited to

develop those specific skills. The research questions that guided

this phase were: Which skills are required by the labour market?

For which specific occupational profile are these skills required? Is

there a sport better suited to develop those specific skills?

This phase showed that sport is seen as a powerful vehicle for

the development of employability skills: the link between specific

sports and employability, however, still appeared vague and

idealistic. The participants reported that it is unclear how skills

developed through sport practice can be transferred to the labour

market. According to the participants, one possible way to

promote transferability is to work on self-awareness and the

awareness of the athlete. Coaches are named as key figures in

promoting the awareness of athletes. Nonetheless, the

participants found it difficult to explain the methods and

practical actions that have to be implemented on the field to

promote employability skills through sport.

The significant results that emerged from the gap analysis

confirmed and reinforced the theoretical assumptions that

founded the organization of the training course. Work packages

2 and 3 (WP2-3 PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION OF

A TRAINING FOR SPORTS COACHES) had the objective of

(1) promoting and generating a training path for coaches and

strengthen their ability to develop employability skills in their

athletes; (2) raise awareness among sport coaches on the use of

sport as a tool to promote employability skills. The first phase

focused on the involvement of ten sport coaches in an Action-

Research to design and define the topics of the training modules

(SBS4MED training course). This phase, in conformity with the

project, was only conducted in Italy; when the topics of the

training course were designed, we moved on to phase II) which

focused on improving the structure and the contents of the

course. Following the fine-tuning of the course, the latter was

implemented in all the partner countries involved in the project.

Phase III), which focused on the assessment of the impact of the

training course through a quantitative and qualitative survey, was

then carried out, to examine in depth the results of the training

experience.

The last work package was dedicated to conducting pilot actions

at local level (WP4: PILOT ACTIONS AT A LOCAL LEVEL); this

phase objectives were: 1) to assess the impact and the consequences

of the training at a local level, 2) to promote employability skills

through local pilot actions, 3) to explore strengths and limits of

sport in terms of employability. In this phase, the coaches that

attended the training course put into practice with their teams
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TABLE 1 Overview of the SBSMED programme.

Work packages for the
programme

Aims of the WP Sample Tools Analysis of data

WP1: RESEARCH GAP
ANALYSIS

(1) Explore what skills can be
promoted by different
specific sports.

(2) To explore what skills are
required by the labour market,
according to the specific type
of work.

(3) To understand the gap
between the skills of sport and
the ones required by the
labour market.

(4) To provide a scientific base for
structing a training for sport
coaches.

Total number of participants: 98 Focus groups.
(7 Sports-field; 6 Company
corporate-business field; total
number of focus groups: 13)

Bottom-up thematic
analysis, using a
grounded theory
perspective.

Sports-field: 53
(Coaches; sport managers; former
professional athletes; professional
athlete; sports educator; physical
education teacher).

Company corporate-business field: 45
(University professor; customer-
marketing; intelligence specialist; HR
manager; general manager of a social
cooperative; recruiter; CEO
Firm consultant).

WP2-3 PLANNING AND
IMPLEMENTATION OF
A TRAINING FOR SPORTS
COACHES

(1) Promote and generate a
training path for coaches and
strengthen the ability of sports
coaches to develop
employability skills in their
athletes.

(2) To raise sports coaches’
awareness with respect to the
usage of sport as a tool for
promoting employability
skills.

Phase I) Sports coaches were involved
in an Action-Resource for the design
and definition of training modules
(SBS4MED training course).

Thematic meetings organised
within the framework of
Research-Formation.

Bottom-up thematic
analysis.

Total number of participants: 10
These were divided into two groups
(G1, G2).
This phase was conducted only in
Italy, as planned by the project.

G1: 5 coaches of teams, composed of
young amateurs. (Including 2 men
who coached football teams, 3 women
volleyball coaches).
G2: 5 coaches of mixed teams or teams
composed entirely of migrants. (All
men, football coaches).

Phase II) systematization of the
structure and contents of the path,
realization of the training course aimed
at all partners and pre-post training
impact assessment.

Training modules;
Pre-post training evaluation
questionnaires;
Pre-post training evaluation
focus groups.

Quantitative descriptive
analysis
(questionnaires).
Bottom-up content
analysis (Focus Groups).Total number of participants: 65

(Divided below by country, gender
and sport)

Italy: 19 sport coaches.
(16males, 3 females; all football coaches);
Croatia:13 sport coaches.
(7males, 6 females; field hockey, fencing,
water polo);
Cyprus: 10 sport coaches.
(6 males, 4 females; basketball, football,
handball);
Greece: 7 sport coaches.
(6 males, 1 female; all football coaches);
Portugal: 10 sport coaches.
(3 males, 7 females; swimming,
pentathlon, football, futsal);
Spain: 13 sport coaches.
(All male football coaches).

WP4: PILOT ACTIONS AT
A LOCAL LEVEL

(1) To assess the impact and the
consequences of the training
at a local level.

(2) To promote employability
skills through local pilot
actions.

(3) To explore strengths and
limits of sport in terms of
employability.

Participants:
In Italy: 3 male sports coaches, among
those who participated in the training
modules, with their teams.

This pilot action was conducted by at
least one coach and his team in each
project partner country.

Semi-structured interviews,
conducted before and after
implementing the pilot action,
to test the increase in coaches’
awareness.

Bottom-up thematic
analysis.

Gozzoli et al. 10.3389/fspor.2023.1154533
what they had learned. Interviews were conducted before and after

the pilot phases at local level, which were analyses thematically

through bottom-up classification. It showed that the training

course developed a new awareness in coaches, did not subvert

their daily routines, but gave them, in retrospect, food for thought
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on customary practices. The recognition and the transferability

strategies of skills developed during the pilot action was

implemented by coaches through the verbal reinforcement of the

new skills learned during the training in a discussion with the

athletes and the professionals in charge of the training.
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Training course: development of the
content of the training modules

Data gathering and participants

Action research with coaches to develop training
modules (October 2020–April 2021)

During the gap analysis (WP1), it was found that research

participants struggled to indicate concrete methods and actions

to develop the awareness of athletes and sports coaches

regarding the acquisition of employability skills through sport.

What emerged is that there is a gap between the theory and

practice of developing employability skills through sport. To

overcome this gap, 10 thematic meetings were organised with

two groups of sports coaches, to identify tools, strategies,

contents and concrete methods useful for structuring training

modules. These meetings constituted a transition phase from

WP1 to WP2-3. The two groups consisted of 10 coaches; the

first group, (G1), consisted of 5, males and females, sports

coaches of teams or groups of young Italians who practised

volleyball and football at amateur and professional level; the

second (G2) consisted of 4 sports coaches of teams composed

of migrants or migrants and Italians who practised football at

amateur level. The first 6 meetings were held with group 1

(G1), the next 4 with group 2 (G2). A reflexive-participative

methodology was then applied between trainers and coaches

(60, 100, 101), with the aim of developing open didactic

materials for the promotion of professional skills through sport

(WP2-3). The aim was therefore to design with coaches

(outcome), training modules for (output) coaches.

Within an approach inspired by action-research (84), the

meetings were held with the aim of clarifying how sports coaches

can be supported in the promotion of employability skills

through sport and which open training tools and didactic

materials could help coaches transmit employability skills,

promoting their transferability to the labour market for young

athletes. By open didactic materials we mean the continuous

possibility of updating and revising the materials and tools

identified, in order to emphasise, right from the design phase,

the logic of circularity and progressivity that should animate this

training, in which, design and practice in the field, continually

question and refer back to each other, always considering partial

and revisable theoretical and practical hypotheses tested. The

training materials were also archived by the trainers on a web

platform, accessible to participants via login credentials. The

platform was used as a repository of the training materials, on

the one hand to promote their continuous updating and

enrichment, and on the other, to allow access to the contents

also in distance mode. In fact, the training has been planned to

be delivered both in presence and online according to the

COVID-19 restrictions at national level. Access to the platform

allows coaches to have the outline of the modules in detail

(objectives, tools, methodological suggestions) and the training

materials (videos, pictures, interviews), as well as some

suggestions on how to use these materials.
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Proposed themes and issues emerging from the
meetings

The staff of expert trainers from the Catholic University

facilitated the participation in the meetings and guided the

participants in reflecting on the different topics proposed. The

first six meetings were held with the first group (G1).

During the first meeting, the coaches were asked to reflect on

whether and how sport can be used as a tool for the development

of employability.

Participants reported that it is difficult for sports coaches to

spontaneously focus on employability skills during training,

reporting concerns about the possible transferability of sports

skills to other contexts. They also suggested that educational

materials should focus on the identity and day-to-day practices

of sports coaches, rather than on the transferability of skills,

which, according to them, is a secondary consequence of the work.

In the second meeting, participants were asked to reflect on

how sports coaches can be guided towards a more conscious use

of sport.

Participants reported that many sports coaches provide training

without previous planning; they also reflected on the large gap

between the management of professional and amateur sports training.

This consideration led to the topic of "being professional" in amateur

contexts. The coaches agreed on the importance of strengthening and

developing the professional role and identity of coaches as a crucial

step to guide them in a more conscious use of sport as a tool for

employability. Open training materials, therefore, should focus on this

key question “what does it mean to be a sports coach?”.

The third meeting focused on reflecting on specific

methodologies that sports coaches should implement in order to

make better use of sport as a channel for the promotion of

employability skills.

Participants agreed that sports coaches cannot add new

activities to their daily training with athletes (e.g., workshops or

similar); they reported that it is important for them to have an

educational figure to guide them in reinforcing what they already

do on the field, without requiring them to put more effort into

other activities. They agreed that didactic materials for coaches

should focus on the implicit competences that sports coaches

already, implicitly, transmit to their athletes; materials, therefore,

should focus on the self-awareness of sports coaches, on their

silent work that latently generates the development of

employability competences. They also believe that this strategy

constitutes a paradigm shift, as coaches are generally asked to

add specific activities, including non-sporting activities, in

competence development programmes through sport. According

to them, the use of extra activities such as delivery employability

workshops goes beyond the boundaries of sport and is

something they are not really interested in managing. The

participants also provided suggestions regarding training material

to guide the awareness of sports coaches such as: case analyses,

video analyses, exercise creation, role-plays.

The fourth and fifth meetings then focused on implicit and

silent strategies implemented by coaches to develop employability

skills. The trainers structured a reflective exercise to support the
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coaches’ understanding of their own practices and how these,

implicitly, develop certain employability skills.

To this end, coaches were asked to structure football exercises in

the fourth meeting and volleyball exercises in the fifth meeting for

their athletes from a type of training they typically practice.

Afterwards, staff and coaches analysed together how much and

how these "normal" exercises, i.e., not specifically designed to

develop skills, were actually useful for developing certain

employability skills.

Trainers and coaches reflected on how and to what extent

these "normal" exercises were actually useful for developing

certain employability skills. Participants made explicit the

connection between their regular training and the development

of employability skills such as complexity management,

interpersonal skills and decision-making. These encounters were

used as a pilot activity test of the training modules and also

tested in WP3.

The sixth meeting was dedicated to sharing the findings and

validating the key contents extracted from the work done together

by the participants.

The results of the design were discussed with the participants,

specifically on how to use them to create specific training materials

for a target audience of volleyball and football coaches who train

young adults at the amateur level.

The following four meetings involved the second group (G2).

The staff of Catholic University guided the coaches’ discussion

around the delivery of sports training courses aimed at migrants.

During the seventh meeting, the reflection focused on the main

challenges and peculiarities of working with migrants in the sports

context.

Participants reported that the main challenges encountered

during their career are linguistic barriers and cultural

differences in the game. Specifically, the representation of

football by migrants often generates conflicts on the field.

In this regard, the coaches recognize the need to be trained to

develop conflict and diversity management skills. However,

they agree that football can be considered a common language

that overcomes linguistic barriers and cultural differences,

and that this sport represents an excellent tool to attract

and engage this target. In fact, they report that migrants often

have the expectation and desire to become professional

football players, and the complex challenge linked to

employability consists in guiding them in planning more

realistic life goals.

The eighth meeting focused on the discussion of sports and

employability issues for migrants. The coaches discussed how

they can guide the development of employability skills for this

specific target.

The coaches reported four main skills that can be improved

through sports: communication, self-efficacy and self-esteem,

punctuality, and empathy. Empathy, punctuality, and

communication were cited as key competencies for developing

integration resources and cultural intelligence. The participants

also reiterated the key relational role of the sports coach, which

is essential in guiding migrant athletes in acquiring these

competencies. Similarly to Group 1 (G1), the importance of
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working on the role and identity of coaches was recurrently

emphasized.

The ninth and tenthmeetings focused on the implicit and silent

strategies implemented by coaches to develop employability skills.

The trainers structured a reflective exercise to support coaches’

understanding of their own practices and how these implicitly

develop certain employability skills. In this regard, the coaches

were asked to structure football exercises in the fourth and fifth

meetings, starting from a type of training that they typically

practice. Subsequently, the staff and coaches analyzed together to

what extent and how these “normal” exercises, i.e., not

specifically designed to develop skills, were actually useful for

developing certain employability skills.

The participants explicitly highlighted the connection between

their habitual training and the development of specific and generic

competencies that they consider useful for employability.

At the conclusion of the tenth meeting, the results were

discussed with the participants in order to create specific training

materials aimed at a target audience of football coaches who

work with young adult migrants at the amateur level.
Data analysis

The ten thematic meetings were recorded and transcribed

verbatim by a trainer from the Catholic University. The

transcriptions were analyzed thematically by two researchers from

the same university, using the procedure outlined by Braun and

Clarke (111). The researchers conducted an initial open and

independent analysis, and then compared and discussed their

results to arrive at a joint synthesis. The themes emerged through

six phases of inductive analysis (111), ensuring authenticity. The

first phase involved becoming familiar with the data collected by

transcribing the recordings, reading them multiple times, and

underlining relevant portions of the meetings. Next, the first codes

were generated, with each code corresponding to a different

portion of the transcript. Following an increasing abstraction

process, the codes were grouped into potential main themes. The

independence and coherence of each main theme were evaluated,

ensuring that each theme was exhaustive and coherent with the

other main themes, and similar themes were grouped together. At

this point, a name was assigned to each thematic category. The

final report presents five main thematic categories that became the

focus of the five training modules. It is not possible to determine

the degree of subjectivity and interpretation involved in the

analysis, but it is considered as enriching the process of shared

development of training content between trainers and coaches.

The themes emerging from the report were discussed among

colleagues and validated by participants through feedback meetings.
Results: fine-tuning the training course

We consider the training modules to be a non-conclusive, simple,

but technically valid tool for all institutions and individuals interested

in developing discussion and sharing among coaches on the following
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topics: their representation of sport (Module 1), the representation of

their professional coaching role (Module 2), the links between sport

and employability skills (Module 3), how to concretely develop

employability skills through sport (Module 4), and how to adapt

sports activities based on the needs and diversity of athletes
TABLE 2 Training modules. Themes, objectives, tools.

TRAINING CONTENTS MAIN OBJECTIVES
MODULE 1: INTRODUCTION TO SPORT
This module aims at helping sport coaches in
becoming more conscious with respect to what
sport means to them. The module has the
purpose to guide them in understanding that
their latent representation of sport impact on
how they behave and use sport in their daily
routine for promoting employability skills.

To co-build a shared representation of
meaning of sport

MODULE 2: THE ROLE OF SPORT
COACHES
The module provides coaches with a reflections
and debate about their role and identity. The
debate developed within this module aims to
open up coaches’ minds about their identity
and reinforce their consciousness about their
key role as guide and mentors for their athletes.

To develop participants’ awareness abo
their role as sports coaches

MODULE 3—SPORT FOR
EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS
The module aims to reinforce the practical
implication of sport toward the development of
employability skills.

To make participants reflect on the sk
for the world of work that can be
developed through sport.
To develop participants’ awareness aro
the links between sport and employab

MODULE 4: FROM THE ROLE TO THE
PRACTICE
During the module, sport coaches will be
guided into reflecting on their training routines
as sport coaches. Starting from what coaches
YET do on the field with the athletes, they will
be asked to reflect about what employability
skills they silently develop within their practice.
This activity will permit to develop coaches’
awareness about the implicit skills they develop
through their trainings. Then, they will be
asked to structure and define practical strategy
to make more explicit these skills.

To make participants think about dive
practices for developing employability
skills through sport.
To co-build with participants practical
exercises and strategies to develop
employability skills through sport

MODULE 5: DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT
The module is fundamental to adapt and
contextualize the development of employability
skills through sport considering the specific
athletes’ needs and differences at a local level.

To promote reflection on the concept
difference and diversity within sport.
To promote reflection related to how
manage diversity and how to adapt
interventions coherently with athletes’
needs and characteristics (gender, cult
individual characteristics, ethnicity,
religion or social / economic status)
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(Module 5). A summary of the training modules is proposed

(Table 2: Training modules) focusing on the themes, objectives, and

tools to implement the training proposal. Subsequently, the content

and underlying hypotheses that guided the structuring of each

module are described in more depth.
DEVELOPMENT OF THE MODULE
the Tool—What does sport mean to you? During the training, sport coaches are

individually asked to answer the question “What does sport mean to you” by
choosing an image that reflect their representation of sport. The images and the
related explanation of the choice are shared among the group with trainers
guiding the discussion

ut Tool—“You as a sport coach” Sport coaches are asked to answer to the
following questions on a white paper: a) What kind of coach are you? b) Which
coach would you like to be? 3) Which coach should you be?; Participants share
their answers and trainers encourage discussion around the three images
emerged of sport coaches: the real, the desired and the ideal.
The role of the coaches: The trainer is called to show 2–3 videos from the
platform. Coaches are called upon to reflect on this key question:What do these
videos tell us about the coaches and their role? How do these coaching styles may
influence the development of employability skills through sports? The trainer
guides the discussion and leads the group to reflect on the diverse
representation of sport coaches emerging from the group

ills

und
ility

Tool—Employability–> What does employability mean to you? Sport coaches
are asked to report words that, according to them, are linked to the concept of
“employability” in contemporary society. Participants and trainers discuss
together the various words.
Tool—Sport and employability à sport coaches are individually asked to write
down the employability skills that can be developed through their sport.
Participants share their skills and discuss convergences and divergences with
the support of the trainers.

rse Tool—Daily routine and practice of training; coaches are asked to bring back
an example of a training they usually implement with their athletes. From that
training, they are asked to reflect on the employability skills they have
developed. This exercise is powerfully useful to make more explicit certain
skills that sport coaches already develop in their athletes without awareness.
Tool—Inspiring coaches (link with the platform; in the web-platform it is
possible to find diverse videos and written sport exercises; it’s up to trainer
which one to show during the training)→ These videos can be used as a tool for
promoting critical think in sport coaches. The scope of this exercise is to
develop sport coaches’ capacity to observe, critique and change their own
actions.
Tool—Role playing (link with football and volleyball exercises on the web
platform; the tool can be used if the training is in presence and there is
adequate space)

of

to

ure,

Tool—Diversity and differences (link with videos in the web-platform)—The
trainer can show in the classroom 1–2 video among those present on the
platform. Starting from these videos, participants are asked to answer to these
questions: What are the main characteristics of your team in terms of diversity?
What is diversity for you? To which diversity category (gender, culture,
individual characteristics, ethnicity, religion or social / economic status, sport
skills level) do you mostly pay attention during your training? The trainers
collect the answers and guide the group to converge towards a shared definition
of diversity.
Tool—Diversity in your team: in this section, sport coaches are asked to
answer to this question “What is the most prevalent diversity in your team?
Choose among the type of diversity here proposed: age diversity, race diversity,
gender diversity, personality diversity, sport skills diversity, religion or social /
economic status diversity”. This tool is functional to highlight the specificity of
each sport team and help sport coaches to develop awareness with respect to
the unique characteristics of their team.
Tool—Diversity and difference (link with slide presentation in the platform)
→ This slide presentation shows a definition of “diversity” and “difference” and
propose some practical strategies to manage diversity in sport.
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Contents and underlying hypotheses

Module 1: sport in general and the sport that I am
coaching

The training contents proposed in Module 1 aim to increase the

awareness of sports coaches about what sport means to them. The

module aims to bring to light their latent representation of sport,

which influences their daily actions, to make it more articulated

and shared. During the training, sports coaches are individually

asked to answer the question “What does sport mean to you?” by

choosing an image that reflects their representation of sport. The

selected images, and their meaning, are shared within the group,

while the trainers facilitate the discussion. The underlying

hypothesis is that many coaches have an implicit and not fully

articulated representation of sport, even rigorous in some cases,

derived mainly from their own experience. It seems necessary,

therefore, to promote a multidimensional view of the world in

which they operate, to avoid trivializing its peculiar processes.
Module 2: the coach
Module 2 facilitates a reflection on the coach’s identity as a

facilitator of the athletes’ learning process. The specific objective,

therefore, concerns the development of awareness of one’s own

style and the possibility of accessing other ways of interpreting

one’s role depending on the interlocutor and the objective.

Coaches are invited to answer three questions: (1) What type of

coach are you?, (2) What type of coach would you like to be?,

(3) What type of coach should you be? Participants share their

answers, and trainers encourage thoughts and reflections starting

from the comparison between the three emerging

representations: the real, the desired and the ideal. As a support

tool designed to achieve the same objective, trainers show two or

three videos available by accessing the training materials

repository. Coaches are asked to watch them after the following

two questions have been asked: (1) What can these videos tell us

about coaches and their role? (2) How can these coaching styles

influence the development of crucial skills for this sport and

useful for work (imagining specific jobs)? The trainer leads the

discussion and supports the group as they reflect on the different

representation of sports coaches emerging from the group.

The assumption is that rigid role codes do not allow for

flexibility based on situations (age, history, goals, etc.) and create

rather intransigent training practices and methods, with little

room for innovation and creativity. Being able to recognize and

access different emotional ranges allows better access to different

relationships with young athletes.
Module 3: Job market and employability skills
Module 3 invites coaches to identify the skills considered

crucial in the job market, particularly in specific occupations.

For example, they are asked to present some words related to

the concept of “employability” in contemporary society.

Subsequently, participants and trainers discuss the proposed

words and compare them with data on employability in

different fields and the characteristics of the current job market
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(which ideally are updated regularly). A second phase sees

participants sharing the skills they have in mind with the

group, followed by a discussion on points of agreement and

disagreement in their proposals. The aim is to increase

knowledge and deepen some aspects related to the theme of

work and employability.

Module 4: training skills
In Module 4, coaches are specifically asked to work on their

coaching practices. Starting from their practices on the field

with athletes, they are asked to reflect on what specific skills are

necessary for good sports performance and about methodology

they use. Subsequently, the identified repertoire is compared

with the needs of the job market. This activity promotes the

development of greater awareness of the skills that can be

acquired through training and competition. In addition to

stimulating reflection and creativity in delineating the repertoire

of practices, coaches are required to define a practical strategy

to make these skills more explicit, more recognizable. The

specific objective of this training module is to improve existing

exercises and strategies or devise new ones during the exchange

between participants, to develop skills related to sports

performance that can also be potentially useful in the labor

market. They are then asked to share with the group a typical

training method they use with their athletes. With this

approach, employability skills are inductively derived from

normal sports training, emerging from the daily activities

proposed by the coach, rather than being forcibly introduced

through an ad hoc exercise. The goal, therefore, is not to

change the way coaches train athletes, but to invite coaches to

reflect retrospectively on the methods proposed to improve

performance and their awareness of the potential resources of

sport when practiced according to coherent methods. An

important basic assumption is that it is necessary to examine

the merits of training practices. The idea is that some training

methods may better promote a player’s growth, facilitating the

development of specific sport skills and at the same time

important components in terms of employability. For example,

let’s consider different training methods: imagine a type of

training with a predominance of analytical exercises, with many

repetitions, the individual athlete training against a wall,

training without an opponent, or codified training practices to

be followed. Instead, let’s imagine situational training sessions,

with greater complexity of variables to consider, interpretive

discretion, the need for rapid decisions, interaction between

players, options. It is easy to understand which alternative will

be more useful for developing cooperation and speed in the

decision-making process, considered two fundamental qualities

in football and other professions. Alternative training methods

to those based on repetitive and mechanical actions are

desirable, methods that oppose the culture that sees errors as

mistakes to avoid and punish, that do not continuously break

the game into individual athletic gestures, but rather seek to

recreate situations and training sessions based on relationships.

Training sessions that see players confront the proposed

methodology and activate peer learning processes (through
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video analysis, experimentation of training methods proposed by

the players themselves, sharing of objectives, and joint

verification) appear effective.

Module 5: diversity management
In Module 5, coaches are encouraged to reflect on the

importance of contextualizing and adapting each training

proposal and session to the employability skills, specific needs,

and differences of athletes. A reflection on the concepts of

diversity and difference in sports is thus encouraged,

considering the management practices of interventions, to adapt

them to the specific needs and peculiar characteristics of

athletes (e.g., gender, individual characteristics, culture, religion,

social and economic status). The instructor can then show one

or two videos in the classroom (also available on the web

platform), asking participants to respond to these questions:

What does diversity mean to you? What are the main

characteristics of your team in terms of diversity? Which

category of diversity (individual characteristics, gender, culture,

level of sports skills, etc.) do you pay the most attention to

during your training? The instructors then collect the answers

and guide the group towards a shared definition of diversity,

offering practical strategies and suggestions for managing

diversity in emerging local contexts.

This tool is considered functional in highlighting the specificity

of each sports team and helping sports coaches develop awareness

of the unique characteristics of their players and their team.
Discussion

We believe that training can be a valuable tool to foster the

emplyability of young people through sport. For this reason, after

having identified some theoretical and methodological weaknesses,

in many of the training programmes proposed in the literature, we

have tried to challenge these critical issues in the SBSMED

training programme.

The target group of the SBSMED experience are coaches, who

are mainly considered the "great absentees" of training projects

aimed at developing skills to increase employability through sport.

Stimulating coaches’ awareness of their role and training

methodologies, the importance of generating trusting relationships

with their athletes through good sporting practice, appears to be a

fundamental resource for supporting authentic employability. This

overcomes the idea that employability is reduced to competences

understood as objects, automatically transferable to the work

environment, or, on the contrary, that competences can only be

developed by adding content to sport, which deforms its nature.

Within an action-research logic, the training was set up as a

dialogical process concerning the participants’ professional

experience (5, 112, 113). The opportunity to reflect together on their

practices made it possible to make them explicit and evaluable, thus

supporting processes of change as individuals and as groups.

Coaches are guided through a training process that supports them

in knowing how to reflect on their function, why they should choose

one training methodology over another, how to recognise in their
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specific practices what they are training, highlighting and enhancing

it. It is a matter of doing better and more consciously what one

already does (good training and competition sessions, locker room

management…) without resorting to additional learning devices of

a non-sporting nature. In this way, employability skills are

inseparable from sporting practice, the repertoires of skills are

contextual and changeable, set in a solid and valuable relational

framework, implicitly not borrowing the idea that the educational

and social purpose is unrelated to sport.

The participants’ evaluation of the training course showed

strong professional and personal growth (greater clarity of the

function acted, technical choices made, repertoires of skills

trained, trust established and the effort and risks involved). The

participants’ synthesis was therefore that the programme

enabled them to “improve as coaches in terms of our concrete

ability to coach”.

This, in our opinion, is the key to a real involvement of coaches

along the whole pathway. This avoids the typical dynamics ranging

from resistance to engage in such programmes to strong initial

impulses of idealisation, which are often followed by disinvestment.

It is clear that the SBSMED programme can therefore be

considered a first step to contribute to the debate. Looking

ahead, there is a need to involve athletes as well, in order to

investigate the perceived and/or actual positive influence on their

growth in terms of sports performance and perceived greater

employability. Furthermore, a more comprehensive and in-depth

impact evaluation should not stop at the involvement of teams

and athletes to determine the “success of the program”, but it

would be desirable to involve other stakeholders as well, to

evaluate whether what the program beneficiaries have learned has

a real chance to be put into practice in the job market, resulting

in greater access opportunities and translating into “social

success or failure” (29). The risk is implicitly assuming that

employability is a private matter and an individual responsibility,

legitimizing the use of an unfair guilt-inducing and classifying

logic, the same one that seems to be used when defining

aprioristic targets, implicitly endowed with negative connotations,

such as “NEET”, “migrants”, and “young people” (21).

In conclusion, we consider it important to emphasise how

necessary it is to also work with the organisational cultures of

sports clubs and federations: how can sports practice be improved

so that it can truly support employability? What support and

ongoing training for coaches and academy managers?

The issue of employability should not be reduced to packages of

skills, nor to a mere individual responsibility (either of the young

person or of the coach). Rather, it is the work of a subject

embedded in a culture of synergy, which is expressed between

different actors and is aimed at generating quality conditions of

interpersonal and group bonds, of competent practices, of

connections with the various stakeholders in the world of sport,

school, work and new social cultures (5, 62, 114). We believed

that the training course opened up new scenarios, which made the

practices more effective and more humanising, also taking into

account the employability of the coaches themselves as well as the

athletes, thus opening up to a circular, processual, relational and

virtuous idea of employability.
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Appendix

The elements identified in the text as critical and which

characterise the subject of training, promoted and implemented

in projects and programmes that aim to increase employability

through sport, are the result of a reasoned synthesis. In fact, we

interrogated the existing literature through various searches,

both extensive (Tables 3, 4) and more specific (Tables 5, 6),

which returned sparse and fragmented results. For the sake of

completeness, we report the results of the research carried out

prior to identifying the critical recurrences and shortcomings

that seem to qualify the state of the art, so that it is possible to

observe the transparent research process that led to the present

statements. From the analysis carried out, there appears to be a

lack of studies capable of providing a broad, explicit and in-

depth overview of the use of training for the strategic purposes

of increasing or supporting employability through sport.
TABLE 3 SfE literature review.

Database Research type Query N
Review

APA
PsychINFO

tiab (Employability) AND tiab
(sport) AND tiab (review)

1

Google
Scholar

"sport for employability" 0

Limited to: Review
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"employability through sport" 0

Allintitle: employability sport 1

Elsevier
Scopus

TITLE-ABS-KEY (“Employability
through sport”)

0

TITLE-ABS-KEY (“sport for
Employability”)

0

Limited to: “article”
and “review”

TITLE-ABS-KEY (“employability
AND sport AND review)

7

SAGE journal Title (sport AND employability
AND Review)

0

Abstract (sport AND
employability AND Review)

0

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living 16
The literature on Sport for Employability (SfE) is part of the

broader area of Sport for Development (SfD) studies. The latter

includes a large and growing collection of studies interested in

how sport can be usefully applied to achieve positive

developmental outcomes, stimulate relevant change, and

overcome social inequalities (115, 116). The state of the art, also,

shows that studies concerning sport and employability in the

narrow sense are highly fragmented. In fact, such studies are

reported, structured and implemented on the basis of arbitrary

criteria, which makes systematisation difficult (19, 27). As

evidence of such a thematic, theoretical and methodological

fragmentation, there is a gap in the literature regarding reviews

on the SfE theme. Indeed, studies that provide a broad and in-

depth overview of the use of sport to increase or support

employability seem to be absent. This lack, in our opinion,

demands to be not only highlighted, but also interpreted.

To substantiate this statement, we present the outcome of a

search carried out on four relevant databases (APA PsycInfo,
Review
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Elsevier Scopus, Google Scholar, SAGE Journals), as a

demonstration of the scarcity of studies on the specific SfE topic.

Several queries have been entered through the strict use of

keywords: “sport” and “employability”. Several queries were

entered using only the keywords “sport” and “employability”. No

time or language restrictions were imposed on the search, given

the relatively recent history of the topic (67). In all databases, the

search was filtered for academic and scientific articles only.

When the most significant query for the present research “sport

for employability” (SfE) returned results that were not

numerically remarkable, the search was expanded to the query

“sport and employability”. When the query “sport and

employability” returned results that were too general and

therefore not interesting for the specificity of the present study

(violating the relevance criterion, e.g., all those studies containing

the word “employability” extensively in the text), studies

containing “sport and employability “only in the title” or

“only in the abstract” were included. These limitations were

imposed according to the margin of possibility that the named

databases allowed.

The queries used did not return any reviews on the SfE topic of

our interest, i.e., regarding the use of sports training to increase

employability (Appendix, Table 3: SfE literature reviews). In

addition, the results in terms of scientific articles appear

numerically scarce, so that the full results of the research could
Frontiers in Sports and Active Living 20
be reported in the dedicated table (Appendix, Table 4: SfE

scientific papers). Proceeding more specifically, following the

same procedure as described above and entering the queries

“sport for employability” and “training”, even poorer results are

observed, both in relation to reviews (Table 5: SfE and Training

Literature review) and to scientific articles on the subject

(Table 6: SfE and Training Scientific papers). The four tables

show the transparent research process that led to the present

conclusions, so that their consistency can be replicated or

verified. The numerical paucity and thematic fragmentation

found is also confirmed by other authors in recent authoritative

contributions on the subject of SfE (19), who state that they have

to refer to the more general SfD literature even in studies

dedicated to SfE “given the limited number of studies on

increasing employability through sport”. This outcome, despite

being partial and unsystematic (65), is reported in this

manuscript not to draw conclusions, but to highlight how

premature an attempt at systematisation based on the existing

literature is. It should be pointed out that a systematisation

would be premature not because the literature is meagre and

multifaceted (66), but because it does not present specific

considerations on design intentionality. Indeed, it merely

describes what was carried out and not the contextual,

theoretical, and methodological configurations that produced

successful or unsuccessful targeted impacts (25, 117).
frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.1154533
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org/

	Supporting employability through sport: what kind of training?
	Introduction
	Sport and employability, the specific weight of training

	The SBSMED programme
	The SBSMED goals: “making coaches aware of sport for employability”
	Core constructs and our positioning
	Programme overview

	Training course: development of the content of the training modules
	Data gathering and participants
	Action research with coaches to develop training modules (October 2020–April 2021)
	Proposed themes and issues emerging from the meetings

	Data analysis
	Results: fine-tuning the training course
	Contents and underlying hypotheses
	Module 1: sport in general and the sport that I am coaching
	Module 2: the coach
	Module 3: Job market and employability skills
	Module 4: training skills
	Module 5: diversity management


	Discussion
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References
	Appendix


