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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to understand youth sport coaches’ perceptions of life skill development. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 23 youth sport coaches across five organizations. Analyses revealed four themes based on coaches’ perceptions: (a) life skills are a by-product of sport participation and transfer ‘just happens’; (b) if intentionally addressed, it’s reactive; (c) coaches recognize the value of intentionally teaching life skills; and (d) challenges associated with using an explicit approach to teaching life skills. Results provide evidence for the state of the current sport context and highlight areas for coach education related to life skills integration.
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Is Life Skill Development a By-Product of Sport Participation? Perceptions of Youth Sport Coaches 
Sport has been identified as the most popular extra-curricular activity for youth (Guèvremont, Findlay, & Kohen, 2008). As such, the sport context can provide a valuable opportunity to foster youth’s personal and social development (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005; Gould & Carson, 2008). Psychosocial development within sport is commonly referred to as life skill development, which has been defined as: “internal personal assets, characteristics, and skills such as goal setting, emotional control, self-esteem, and hard work ethic that can be facilitated or developed in sport and are transferred for use in non-sport settings” (Gould, Carson, & Blanton, 2013, p. 259). Based on Gould and colleagues’ (2013) definition, a major component of life skills includes the necessity of skill transfer and application to other contexts outside of where it was learned, such as school, home, work, or within one’s community to help youth develop the capacity to successfully cope with various life situations (Gould & Carson, 2008; Papacharisis, Goudas, Danish, & Theodorakis, 2005). 
However, researchers have questioned the notion that character or life skill development is an automatic outcome of sport participation (Coakley, 2017; Hodge, 1989; Weiss & Smith, 2002). Hodge (1989) outlined that life skills must be specifically ‘taught’ versus ‘caught’. More recently, researchers, have argued the sport context must be purposefully structured to provide youth leaders (e.g., coaches and teachers) with opportunities to intentionally teach life skills and foster positive developmental outcomes of youth (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; Gould & Carson, 2008). However, such research has yielded mixed findings as sport programs have been found to yield positive outcomes both when intentionally and unintentionally structured. Specifically, findings have indicated that youth perceive that they have developed life skills through their sport experiences even when coaches did not set aside time to discuss life skills (e.g., Holt, Tink, Mandigo, & Fox, 2008; Jones & Lavallee, 2009). In contrast, having life skills intentionally integrated into youth sport has also yielded positive results for youth (e.g., Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2012; Weiss, Stuntz, Bhalla, Bolter, & Price, 2013). 
Whether or not youth develop such skills in sport is heavily influenced by coaches as they have been identified as adults who play a critical role in structuring the youth sport context (Camiré, Forneris, Trudel, & Bernard, 2011; Collins, Gould, Lauer, & Chung, 2009). As a result, research has explored coaches’ perceptions of youth sport, the impact it can have on youth development, and how coaches integrate life skills (e.g., Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2014; Gould, Collins, Lauer, & Chung, 2007). These studies investigated model sport coaches who already intentionally taught life skills or used an athlete-centered approach to determine effective strategies for teaching life skills (e.g., Camiré et al., 2014; Collins et al., 2009; Gould et al., 2007). Another important finding is that coaches who intend to develop life skills use multiple strategies to foster their development (Trottier & Robitaille, 2014). Although these studies have provided valuable insight, the major limitation is that participants were model coaches who already intentionally integrate life skill development. Few studies have focused on a greater diversity of coaches. Yet, these studies have shown that coaches recognize the importance of having a coaching philosophy and want their athletes to succeed beyond sport (McCallister, Blinde, & Weiss, 2000; Vella, Oades, & Crowe, 2011). However, neither study focused specifically on life skill development and did not address life skill transfer which is critical for consideration in order to consider a skill developed to be a life skill (Danish, Petitpas, & Hale, 1993). Moreover, many of the studies that have examined coaches’ perceptions of life skill development in sport have been based on self-report perceptions and therefore research that incorporates observational methods is warranted (Forneris, Camiré, & Trudel, 2012; Vella et al., 2011).
The study was part of a larger, mixed-methods explanatory sequential design (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006) that examined program quality and youth development within sport programming. First, a quantitative study was conducted where differences in life skill development across youth programs were examined. Specifically, sport programs were dichotomized into two categories based on whether or not coaches intentionally integrated life skills into their sport program (author, 2016). Leadership programs were included within this study and served as a comparison group as the main goals of such programs are to foster life skills in youth. One hundred and eighty-four observations were conducted across 26 programs over the course of 1 year using the Youth Program Quality Assessment tool to assess program quality (High/Scope Educational Research Foundation, 2005). Within this tool there are specific questions that assess whether coaches intentionally teach life skills. Results indicated programs that intentionally taught life skills scored higher on youth perceptions of life skill development than programs that did not teach life skills (author, 2016). The second study (the present study) used a qualitative approach to gain an understanding of youth sport coaches’ perceptions of life skill development, particularly those who do not intentionally integrate the teaching of life skills. 
As such, sport coaches identified as being intentional in their approach to teaching life skills were not included in the current study sample. Previous research has provided evidence of how model coaches integrated life skills, but limited research has explored the majority of ‘typical’ coaches’ experience and perceptions related to life skill development in youth sport.
Methods
Participants
The current study involved 23 sport coaches from both not-for-profit youth organizations that serve at-risk youth (n = 3) and community club sport organizations (n = 2) across South Eastern Ontario, Canada. There were 11 participants that coached volleyball, seven that coached ice hockey, and five that coached ball hockey. Coaches involved in this study were involved in delivering programs for youth between 10 and 18 years of age and were responsible for coaching all boys’ (n = 2), all girls’ (n = 9), and co-ed (n = 12) programs. Participation in a given program ranged from 9 to 29 youth, with the average program having 11.94 (SD = 5.18) youth involved. Program duration lasted between 2 and 9 months (M = 6.17, SD = 2.46), with program sessions delivered between 1 and 4 times per week (M = 1.61, SD = .72). The 23 coaches (16 male, 7 female) ranged in age from 21 to 61 years (M = 38.61, SD = 13.44) and had 1 to 30 years of coaching experience (M = 6.04, SD = 6.38). Coaches self-identified as Caucasian (78%), Black (9%), Asian (9%), or Persian (4%). See Table 1 for complete participant demographic information.
Procedure
		Upon receiving ethical approval from the affiliated institution’s Office of Research Ethics and Integrity, the lead researcher contacted a number of program directors and coaches from youth sport organizations. Individuals who were interested in participating in the study contacted the lead researcher, who met with the coaches and their team to outline information related to the study (e.g., purpose, involvement opportunities). Informed consent was obtained in writing from each coach prior to commencement in the project. As noted, this study was part of a larger project and participation in the interview was voluntary; however, the majority of coaches expressed interest in participating in an interview. As such, a maximum variation purposeful sampling technique (Patton, 2002) was used to recruit coaches, whereby the researchers attained perspectives from coaches of different genders, ages, and amount of coaching experience. As well, a diverse sample of coaches from different organizations involved in the study were recruited. Interviews were conducted with coaches at the end of the season after all observations were completed. Although more male coaches were interviewed, this was reflective of the coaching demographic within the organizations involved in the study. The lead researcher (first author) conducted 19 of the interviews, while a research assistant conducted the remaining four interviews. The lead researcher has been conducting qualitative research using interviews as the primary tool for over 6 years and has published several peer-reviewed qualitative manuscripts. The research assistant is a graduate student within a research lab that focuses on qualitative research methods. Although, both researchers had experience in facilitating semi-structured interviews, the first author worked closely with research assistant to ensure the interviews were conducted using the same procedures.	Futch Ehrlich (2016) outlined the potential theoretical and methodological benefits of using qualitative research within the field of positive youth development. As such, semi-structured interviews were chosen as this method permits flexibility in the interview conversation, broadens the scope of the interview, and allows concepts to emerge from the dialogue between the participant and researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The interview guide was piloted with two coaches, which aided in slight modifications to the interview guide (e.g., content, question order). Interviews were audio-recorded using a digital audio-recorder and conducted at a time and location (i.e., program location, coffee shop) that was chosen by and was convenient for the participant. The majority of interviews were conducted in-person (n = 21), while some were conducted by phone (n = 2) based on coach request. Prior to interview commencement, coaches were reminded of the voluntary nature of the study, their rights to confidentiality, and what they discussed would not affect their involvement in the program or organization. Interviews lasted between 23 and 111 minutes (M = 54:18). Interviews were transcribed verbatim, reviewed by the lead researcher, and sent to coaches for member checking in order to confirm the accuracy of their transcript (Patton, 2002). Minor changes were made based on participants’ responses (e.g., spelling and grammatical errors that occurred during transcription).
Interview guide. An interview guide was developed for coaches based on extensive review of positive youth development and youth sport literature (e.g., Camiré et al., 2011; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005). Initial questions were general (‘What is your coaching philosophy?’; ‘What was your overall experience coaching this season?’), followed by more specific questions related to coaches’ perceptions of life skill development and integration within their current sport (e.g., ‘As a result of participating in the program, do you believe youth are developing life skills?’; ‘Would you say these skills were intentionally taught?’; ‘If no, for what reasons did you choose not to integrate life skills?’). If coaches identified life skills they believed the youth developed within the program, follow-up questions related to life skill transfer were asked (e.g., ‘Do you feel the youth are developing life skills that they can use in other areas of their life, whether it be at school, home, or with their friends?’; ‘Did you find there were opportunities to discuss transfer?’). Additionally, coaches were asked if they had experienced any challenges related to life skill integration within their sport. Probes were used to explore participants’ experiences further (e.g., ‘Can you provide me with an example of what you mean?’).
Results
Data Analysis
		An iterative inductive thematic analysis was used based on the recommendations of Braun and Clarke (2006). The six-phase method allowed for identifying, analyzing, and reporting themes within the data: (a) familiarizing oneself with the transcripts, (b) generating initial codes, (c) searching relevant themes, (d) reviewing themes with the other coder, (e) defining and counting themes, and (f) producing findings for the manuscript. Once the initial coding procedures were completed by the first author, the second author reviewed the higher order themes and codes during step four of this process. During this phase, researcher triangulation occurred where the researchers took on an iterative collaborative approach to analysis (Creswell, 2013). The authors, who both had experience in qualitative data analysis, engaged in this collaborative analytic approach to refine the themes to ensure the data were presented in a comprehensive manner. Once preliminary themes emerged from the inductive analysis process, the authors defined relevant terms related to the themes. The goal of this process was to help with clarity and provide support for the selection of certain quotations within a given theme. Two main terms were defined including ‘by-product’ and ‘reactive’. First, a by-product of sport participation was defined as when a coach does not use intentional strategies to foster life skill and the development of such skills occurs as a secondary result, unintended but inevitably produced. For example, if a youth athlete develops skills related to teamwork by engaging in the sport of volleyball; however, the coach does not talk about this skill or its importance throughout the sport program. This would be considered a skill developed as a by-product of sport participation. Second, the term ‘reactive’ stems from the use of teachable moments, as this strategy is reactive in nature rather than intentionally planned. For example, a conflict arises between two athletes during a practice and the coach takes the moment to talk effective communication and conflict resolution. It is reactive in that it was not intentional for the coach to talk about conflict resolution during that practice but an event occurred that led to this discussion.
	Once these key terms were defined, the authors’ selected the most relevant quotes for each theme and ensured the quotations were indicative of the participants’ perceptions. Coding discrepancies were discussed until agreement was reached (e.g., theme labels, placement of quotes under themes). Minor changes were made to the initial analyses which resulted in moving some quotations under different themes, as it was deemed the quotations provided stronger support for the alternative theme. The authors’ agreed that data saturation had occur when core themes were well-established and no new constructs were emerging from the data (Guest et al., 2006). The results were written by the first author and then read on multiple occasions by herself and the co-authors until agreement was reached with regard to the presentation of the results. This helped to ensure trustworthiness of the data.
The results are organized in four themes: (a) life skills are a by-product of sport participation and transfer ‘just happens’; (b) if intentionally addressed, it’s reactive; (c) coaches recognize the value of intentionally teaching life skills; and (d) challenges associated with using an explicit approach to teaching life skills. Pseudonyms were created to protect participants’ anonymity and are used with the supporting quotations throughout this following sections.
Life Skills are a By-product of Sport Participation and Transfer ‘Just Happens’
As previously outlined, a life skills by-product is defined as a skill that if fostered as a secondary result and no intentional strategies were used by a coach to teach this life skill. The belief that life skills were a by-product of youth sport participation was at the forefront of most coaches’ interviews. Mike, who had coached volleyball for 11 years stated: “Learning about teamwork, that kind of thing…I think it’s a by-product of the sport because we’re playing a sport and trying to work together as a group, I think it’s a by-product.” Similarly, Tim who has also been a volleyball coach for 11 years, identified life skill development as a by-product of sport and acknowledged using a reactive approach to discuss life skills:
More so just a by-product of how you are coaching your sport. We do mention it at times and encourage that if there is conflict to work through those conflicts. I think it is also showing how we respect [athletes]…I think life skills are more just a by-product often and, throughout the whole organization, [life skill development] happens a lot when you interact with people—other coaches, umpires.
Ryan, a ball hockey coach, seconded this notion by using a metaphor comparing sport to a machine. He reinforced that participation in sport should allow youth to learn basic life skills: “The by-product of the program, the life skills by-product, is what we’re shooting for…We set the machine up and let it run. All the positives that come from it, we just let that happen.” When asked if he believed youth had developed life skills from program participation, Anthony, an assistant coach of a co-ed ice hockey program, reinforced the notion of implicit development:
I think [life skills] were all intermeshed…I don’t think they were the predominant focus, but were worked on subjectively, whether the kids knew it or not. Something as simple as blowing your whistle and having kids come in so you can explain the next drill is a prime example of listening and discipline.
Jeremy, a ball hockey coach, discussed how he believed engaging in team sports can help foster life skills through an organic process:
You have to be able to play on a team. That’s one of the most important life skills you can learn. Anywhere you go, you’re going to be working with people, knowing group dynamics, when to speak up or stand back...These are all things that go hand in hand with sports…So yeah, [life skills] are definitely present, it’s inevitable. Whether I do them intentionally, I’m not too sure about that, but I think it’s an organic process. 
Karen, an assistant coach for girls’ volleyball, commented on how she believed her coaching philosophy was using sport as a catalyst for life skill development:
My philosophy is about using the game as a catalyst to give kids important life skills. Building passion for their sport, so the catalyst meaning—the outliers are: fitness, team building, setting and reaching those goals, how to deal with difficult situations, how to communicate properly. All these things are by-products of the game and if along the way, [youth] win a few games and achieve their goals, that’s awesome, but that’s not so much the goal. For me, it’s about them learning good life skills.
However, Karen went on to discuss that when life skills were integrated into volleyball, the skills were discussed and addressed in solely a sport context. Therefore, acknowledging that these skills were important in volleyball, yet not expanding on why they are important resulted in them being classified as a by-product of sport participation as: “Not a lot…Things like communication always comes up at practice…and focus and working hard while in a drill. So I guess indirectly it's there, but it’s not something we specifically discuss.”
When coaches were asked about life skill transfer, many perceived the process to be automatic or implicit and little to no intentional opportunities for transfer were outlined within their coaching practices. This was similar to that of a by-product discussed related to life skill development above. Andrew, a ball hockey coach, said: “For sports in general, I think they develop a lot of life skills just playing sports, right?…So [sport] puts the kids in these moments where they’re tested, and if they can succeed in these moments, they can succeed outside, I firmly think so.” Similarly, Anthony, an  ice hockey coach, shared:
 The thing about sports is that it’s something fun, but at the end of the day I find those that are involved with sports definitely take what they learn in terms of character building because, especially in hockey, it’s a team or collaborative effort amongst most. So they can definitely apply that outside to other areas of their life.
Many coaches outlined the assumption that skills learned in the sport context could transfer automatically to other life domains. For example, two coaches discussed whether youth were developing life skills that could be used in other areas of their life: “I think those [life skills] are skills that can transfer into any aspect of your life, whether you are in school and you have to work on a group project to work, to starting your first job and having to work on a team” (Rachel, ice hockey coach) and:
Everything you do [in sport, youth] will be able to take to university and to work later on because that’s how life will be in a real high performance situation. As soon as they're done [volleyball] it’s going to be the same thing and you’ll have a boss and goals and you’ll need a job to be done… so all the things they practice they can big time bring tolater to real life afterwards. (Kevin, volleyball coach)
Many coaches were hopeful that the process of transfer occurred, but acknowledged that nothing was done to explicitly foster life skill transference. Dave, a volleyball coach of 24 years, noted: “I’m hoping that the big thing is understanding your teammates, respecting your teammates, being able to work with somebody else outside of the sport.” Rachel mentioned how she felt a sense of responsibility related to fostering life skills, yet believed transference was more of an implicit process: “It’s our job to instill the importance and the impact that the different values have. Hopefully that goes back into their everyday lives at school and at home so they remember to listen and to be respectful.” Lastly, Scott, an ice hockey coach, outlined the values of the hockey program and discussed how he was hopeful youth would draw connections from the program to other life contexts: 
I’m hoping they are getting more than just understanding where to be on the ice...and understanding that it is a team concept and that team is almost society in itself…and what you have to do in society. I don’t speak in that language to the kids, but hope somewhere down the line, whether today, tomorrow or 2 years from now, something clicks.
If Life Skills are Addressed, it’s Reactive
As previously discussed, the term ‘reactive’ describes the action of a coach responding to a situation rather than creating the situation. Due to beliefs about life skills being a by-product many coaches acknowledged that any time a life skill was addressed it was done so by taking on a reactive approach. Jeremey identified how little to no intentional opportunities were utilized: “Me personally? I wouldn’t say so. If [life skills] come up then yeah, but I wouldn’t say I look for opportunities to teach life skills.” In line with this, Anthony outlined how life skills were not explicitly taught within the program; however, if youth did not follow the four program values (learning, respect, discipline and fun), he used this as an opportunity to discuss them on an individual level: “I don’t think [life skills] were explained in-depth, but the kids were reminded if they didn’t pull through on one of the values, but it was more so on individual events, like if a kid was misbehaving.” Similarly, a few coaches outlined that opportunities for discussion surrounding life skill transfer occurred during informal conversations with youth and often occurred as a reactive approach. When asked if she used any strategies to discuss life skill transfer with youth, Melissa, an ice hockey coach, explained how she took on a reactive approach yet drew in connections to youth’s school lives: 
Not really, I’ll sometimes use examples, but that’s it…we had an incident where a kid wanted to do his own thing. I was like: ‘think about it, when you go to math class, are you going tell your math teacher “I want to practice playing piano during math?” And he’s like ‘well no’. I’m like ‘it’s the same thing here; we’re here to play hockey, it’s not time to play badminton.’ Sometimes we make those comparisons, but it’s not explicit…I often compare it to school because they can relate to it and see the connection.
This reactive approach was particularly true for life skills related to emotional regulation. When youth struggled with managing their emotions, coaches outlined how they took these opportunities to teach youth. Gary discussed: “the technical things and emotional things—you can’t necessarily train somebody emotionally, but you’re trying to point out their emotional behaviors as destructive and…mostly I try to educate them.” 
Coaches spoke of using these situations as teachable moments. Andrew discussed using situations in which youth could learn about emotional regulation as one of these moments:
We focus on these moments even more as learning moments, right? If I have a kid that will lash out at someone else in a game, it’s about taking that kid outside of that moment and discussing it with them. It’s looking at what barriers led to that happening, what were they feeling at that moment, and discussing what happens if we start to feel like that again. How can we make a game plan to get around that?
Kevin discussed how emotional regulation was tied into decision making within his team: 
Decision making is a big part of it. I have to stop them and ask why they are making stupid decisions and how decision making can be an important part of the game…if they get frustrated, I generally take them aside and talk to them. So I try to get them to take a deep breath, calm down and help with strategies. … I just give a light tap and say ’You’re doing it again’ and then they lighten up on themselves.
Similarly, after outlining the importance of being able to control one’s emotions, Brandon, a ball hockey coach, was asked if this is something that is explicitly talked about within his team. He used examples that extended beyond the sport context:
I always bring it up, like in the last game, one kid got emotional. At the end of the game, I took him aside…I explained the situation and I told him, ‘Listen, if this was to happen outside, say you’re in a car. You can’t get out and yell at a pedestrian.’ I explain the scenario and what they should do to prevent that break out. They understand that’s one of the big things—know how to control their emotions and act in certain scenarios. 
Coaches Recognize the Value of Intentionally Teaching Life Skills
Despite coaches outlining that life skill development was a by-product of sport participation and addressing it in a reactive way, many coaches recognized and alluded to the value of intentionally integrating life skills into their coaching practices. When asked about his approach to teaching life skills, Andrew acknowledged the approach as reactive, but outlined the value of taking on an intentional approach: “It is definitely reactive, which is something that’s not great, I don’t think, but that’s something that I’d want to build on next year.” Gary, a boys’ volleyball coach, outlined: “I want to get back to my teacher mentality and try to develop life-long volleyball people rather than kids who are set on winning national championships and stuff like that.” One of the coaches discussed how his program had four overarching values which were important, but also recognized that simply having the values was not sufficient. The values needed to be taught to the youth. This was noted by an ice hockey coach named Brian:
The main problem was that the four values were never explained. For instance, listening, who are you listening to?...Discipline, what does that mean? Probably if you asked the kids what the word ‘discipline’ means they wouldn’t even know, but none of these were explained…. How do you respect each other, your leaders, your parents, your friends?... The biggest shortcoming was that it wasn’t emphasized other than just repeating [the values] over and over…Need to elaborate and drive home how to live out those values.
When discussing the value of life skills, several coaches referred to sport as much more than a game. For example, Gail said: “I always say to them ‘this is just a game, win or lose, it doesn’t matter. It just matters what you take from this at the end of the day.’” Similarly, Adam stated how non-sport skill development was one goal he had for his team, with the ultimate goal for youth to learn how to use these skills beyond the sport context: 
The biggest expectation for my athletes is respect your opponent…and teamwork…My biggest thing is to promote social skills with the kids so they’re able to interact with other people. A lot of what they learn here is respect and how to be around other people. 
Challenges Associated with Intentionally Teaching Life Skills
Coaches identified several challenges related to intentionally teaching life skills within their sport practices. Specifically, coaches tended to outline challenges related to time and the current education and training available to them. Some coaches identified time as a barrier for integrating life skills into their programming. An ice hockey coach named Laura, discussed how time was a barrier and explained what she would do if she had more time with youth involved in the program: “Talking about [life skills] a little bit more time, having more time to actually spend with the youth and teaching them how they can relate these values would be better.” When asked if she experienced any challenges associated with integrating life skills into the program, Laura suggested the addition of a separate program component:
I do [teach life skills] with some youth because some come back to the clubhouse so I use that time to work with them a little bit more. But it would be more beneficial if all youth could come back to the clubhouse and we could have like a [program name] Tuesday, more or less, to have more of a class session to teach both life and sport skills.
Similarly, two ice hockey coaches outlined that offering an off-ice component would be helpful in using an explicit approach to life skill integration: 
My recommendation would be to incorporate those [life skills]…I think increasing the time frame that they’re here. Having another room dedicated for afterwards that we’d go in …for half an hour or so and discuss some of those life skills that we’re trying to promote and make that connection between practice and life. (Paul) 
We almost need off-ice time…that is where we can work on those values, and put them in different perspectives. I think it allows for a better understanding…it is something that we as coaches could mimic more. In addition to spending time off-ice talking about values, we can also start implementing more in just the way we speak. (Rachel)
In line with this, Andrew discussed how if he had more time, he would like to take on a more youth-driven focus within practice to foster leadership skills in youth:
My philosophy is different from how I practice it. I would like to have time to integrate youth decisions and choices, but being in this time crunch…it’s just drill, drill, drill. I wish we did a better job of it…I definitely didn’t have time for youth to run drills because of the time crunch. If we had youth set up drills, it would’ve been awesome for fostering leadership. I would have loved to do that. But in 45 minutes, it’s not always feasible…that’s one side that we could definitely improve on.
Upon reflecting on the program practices, Laura discussed that she perceived both time and training to be barriers to teaching life skills: “There’s definitely things that I would do next year differently for sure…more coaching for the [coaches]  and related to that…more time to focus with the youth on coaching life skills.” As noted in Laura’s quotation, a common challenge that many coaches identified was the lack of education or training they had related to life skill integration within sport. Specifically, Janet, an assistant volleyball coach, noted that she awareness and education surrounding how to integrate this in an intentional manner:
That’s really interesting that you mentioned that [intentionally teaching life skills]...I’m glad you did. That’s not something I’ve ever really thought of before – integrating those life skills into actual practices and games…I think that’s a really good idea that I’ve really never thought of integrating into regular sessions…I would like to learn more about that process. 
Also, Andrew talked about the usefulness of life skills education for coaches within his organization.  He outlined this could be done during a coaches’ meeting held by the organization at the beginning of the season:
What could be important instead of outlining what drills we can use to teach sport skills is learning about emotional management, and those kind of life skills. That’s more what we should be talking about. When are the moments we can teach those lessons? Because that’s something not a lot of coaches know and is something coaches struggle more with than the actual [sport] skills. 
Lastly, Ryan who believed integrating life skills would be important within his sport, vocalized his concern that such integration would result in a loss of participation or engagement by youth:
I think it would be difficult [to integrate life skills]; we would have to be very strategic and it would need to be very subtle. We don’t want it to feel like a traditional leadership program. We want it to be what it is in terms of the league and learning about sports. So not necessarily knowing that they are learning about life skills. We like that kind of subliminal, maybe that’s not a good word to put on tape, but that kind of unconscious type learning…They get a lot of that intentional stuff everywhere else.
Discussion
Prior research suggests that sport is an ideal context to foster life skill development in youth (Gould & Carson, 2008; Petitpas, Cornelius, Van Raalte, & Jones, 2005). However, there are mixed findings about whether an intentional or implicit approach should be taken to foster youth development (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; Gould & Carson, 2008; Turnnidge, Côté, & Hancock, 2014). The purpose of this study was to understand youth sport coaches’ perceptions of life skill development. Results from an inductive thematic analysis of 23 coaches led to the development of four themes: (a) life skills are a by-product of sport participation and transfer ‘just happens’; (b) if intentionally addressed, it’s reactive; (c) coaches recognize the value of intentionally teaching life skills; and (d) challenges associated with using an explicit approach to teaching life skills. Findings from this study outline that coaches recognize the value of life skill integration within the youth sport context (Gould et al., 2007; McCallister et al., 2000; Trottier & Robitaille, 2014), yet there is a disconnect between recognizing the value and having the necessary skills to explicitly integrate such skills into their coaching practices. Although coaches believe there is value in teaching life skills, they also believed the process of life skill development, including the transference of such skills to other context, occurred through mere participation. Such findings resonate with the work of Collins and colleagues (2009) whereby some coaches believed the sport of football, or sport participation in general, developed people. It is evident that there is a disconnect between the current research findings and academic recommendations, as findings from the present study suggest that what is happening in youth sport is not consistent with the majority of researchers’ propositions related to life skill integration in sport (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; Gould & Carson, 2008; Petitpas et al., 2005).
In order for a skill to be classified as a ‘life skill’, youth must be able to transfer the skill from the sport context where it was learned to other contexts (e.g., school, home, work, or community; Danish et al., 1993; Gould & Carson, 2008). Being able to successfully transfer the skills to other contexts helps youth to develop the capacity to successfully cope with various life situations (Papacharisis et al., 2005). As Camiré and colleagues (2011) discussed, teaching life skills and how they transfer to different domains “should not be left to chance” (p. 258). It is critical for coaches to integrate such strategies in an intentional and systematic manner to promote the positive development of athletes (Camiré et al., 2011). Particularly, previous studies have advocated for this intentional process of life skills transfer (author, 2015; Camiré et al., 2012; Trottier & Robitaille, 2014). However, based on some of the challenges identified by coaches, there is a need for formal education and/or training surrounding the intentional integration and transfer of life skills within one’s coaching practice. Such skills are not always developed through an implicit process, and many coaches in this study felt they did not have the necessary tools to explicitly teach these skills within the sport context. 
Previous researchers have discussed the difference between implicit and explicit approaches to life skill development and transfer (e.g., author, 2016; Turnnidge et al., 2014). Many coaches within the current study took on an implicit approach to teaching life skills, whereby life skill development and transfer were seen as by-products of sport participation. Recently, author (2016) outlined the notion that life skill integration can fall along a continuum and should not be dichotomized. For practitioners and policy makers, it is critical to recognize the importance of moving away from an implicit approach towards an explicit approach, particularly as it relates to coach education. Coaches within this study discussed the use of teachable moments to facilitate life skill development, which supports previous research (author, 2015; Camiré et al., 2012). Using such a strategy is a first step towards moving from an implicit to an explicit approach. However, what should be reinforced is the importance for coaches to recognize and capitalize on opportunities to use teachable moments. Moreover, teachable moments should not solely occur when a negative behavior is observed (such as an athlete’s inability to regulate their emotions), but also when athletes’ exhibit positive behaviors or skills. Future research is needed to better understand this continuum, such as exploring additional strategies that coaches can use to adopt a more explicit and intentional approach is needed within youth sport. From this, additional training would be useful for coaches related to how to incorporate more explicit approaches to teaching life skills into their coach practices.
As noted, results from the current study reinforce previous research findings, whereby coaches do recognize the value of life skill development within the sport context (McCallister et al., 2000; Trottier & Robitaille, 2014), yet when probed, outlined limited strategies to intentionally teach these skills (Holt et al., 2008; Lacroix, Camiré, & Trudel, 2008; McCallister et al., 2000). Research has shown that sport stakeholders (athletes, coaches, administrators, and parents) often have higher expectations or beliefs related to the potential for life skill developmemt compared to their reported experiences (Forneris et al., 2012). Stakeholders within Forneris et al.’s study scored significantly higher on their beliefs or expectations for life skill development compared to their experiences related to the actual development and teaching of life skills. These results, along with those from the current study, reinforce that sport stakeholders believe more can be done to foster life skill development within youth sport.
Although intentionality in the youth sport context has been identified as critical for life skill development, barriers were outlined by coaches which should be considered at a practical level. Such barriers may be particiualrly important given that researchers have found that coaches who do deliver deliberate and effective strategies for youth development tended to be highly experienced and well-trained (Camiré, 2014). However, an important finding from the current study reinforces that even coaches who have several years (i.e., 30), of coaching experience still believe life skills are a by-product of sport participant or experience challenges related to adopting explicit approaches. As noted, this study was part of a larger project, and for the purpose of this study only coaches who did not intentionally integrate life skills into their coaching practices were included in the sample. However, it should be noted that challenges were still acknowledged by coaches who did intentionally teach life skills in their sport. For example, a volleyball coach recognized the value of life skill integration and believed such responsibilities fall on the coach; however, they need the knowledge to know how to incorporate life skills into their sport:
It’s definitely feasible. I think to a certain extent it’s the responsibility of a coach to make sure that playing the right way is working hard and respecting others and persevering—all those life skills…that’s all part of the positive experience—you don’t just focus on volleyball. There’s more transferable skills, but we need to bring them to the forefront and talk a lot about them; it gets lost. (personal communication)
Similarly, a female volleyball coach who adopted an explicit approach to teaching life skills outlined a limitation of the current formalized training available for coaches:
Clinics and certifications never teach you how to incorporate life skills into your sport. They say fun is the most important aspect and they teach you how to do a fun practice, but they don’t teach you strategies to teach life skills…A lot of coaches need guidance to teach more than just sport skills…there’s value in having clinics include this element. (personal communication)
Therefore, not only does more work need to be done to eliminate such barriers, findings from the current study have practical implications related to the importance of coach education and training. Specifically, coaches lack the knowledge related to understanding what and how to intentionally integrate life skills into their regular coaching practice. 
An important finding from this study underlines the lack of knowledge coaches have related to explicit life skill integration. Formal coach education programs do not incorporate methods for promoting positive youth development, as they tend to focus primarily on sport-specific elements (e.g., technical and tactical knowledge; Camiré et al., 2014). In order to improve coaches’ skills in promoting life skill development, formal courses should provide specific training on how to achieve positive youth outcomes (Camiré et al., 2014). For example, Forneris and colleagues (2012) found coaches who participated in a coach education program believed they had greater abilities to facilitate positive youth development compared to coaches with no coach education. Findings from the current study also reinforce Camiré et al.’s (2014) findings within the high school sport context and extend to the community youth sport context. Youth sport coaches tend to be volunteers. As such, investing additional time tends to hinder any involvement in training or education (Lacroix et al., 2008; Vargas-Tonsing, 2007). Thus, integrating life skill development into a coach training program (e.g., National Coaching Certification Program; Coaching Association of Canada, 2016) would be beneficial to reach a vast number of coaches while eliminating the need for additional training time. In line with this, regardless of the implicit or reactive approach taken by coaches, participants within this study reinforced the relevance of emotional regulation within the sport context. Youth tended to struggle within this skill and, as such was one coaches frequently encountered. Therefore, proactive strategies related to emotional regulation should be integrated into coach training and education, as this seems to be a prominent skill closely engrained within youth sport. 
A predominant theme outlined by participants in this study was that additional time was required in order to integrate life skills. Many coaches believed a separate life skills session was needed instead of explicitly incorporating life skills discussion and activities into already existing programming. This barrier has been identified by other sport coaches, who outlined a lack of time constrained the integration of life skills into sport practices as this was thought to impede the development of sport-specific skills (Camiré & Trudel, 2014). This has critical practical implications for coach education and training because teaching life skills does not and should not be a separate component of youth sport. Thus, additional collaborations are needed between researchers and practitioners to work on how to integrate life skills into regular sport practices.. Past research has shown that effective coaching requires coaches to have well developed philosophies and strategies to facilitate life skills (Collins et al., 2009; Gould et al., 2007). Award winning coaches acknowledged that integration of life skills was not separate from their general coaching strategies for performance enhancement (Gould et al., 2007). Furthermore, Gould and Carson (2008) outlined that strategies for teaching life skills should not be considered as an isolated activity. Similarly, author (2016) recommended four steps to integrate life skills into regular sport coaching practices. These steps include: (a) focus on one life skill per lesson, (b) introduce the life skill at the beginning of the lesson, (c) integrate strategies to teach the life skill throughout the lesson, and (d) debrief the life skills at the end of the lesson and discuss transfer. Throughout this process it is critical to educate coaches on how they can discuss and allow time for youth to practice these life skills while also practicing sport–specific skills. For example, coaches can teach youth to be aware of and practice emotional regulation skills by encouraging the use of breathing when striking out at the plate in baseball or reinforcing the importance of communication when learning a new tactical strategy in volleyball. Such an approach has been applied to two curriculums within a national sport organization within Canada reinforcing the feasibility of integrating life skills congruently with physical and sport-related skills (author, 2016). Through greater understanding of the process of life skill integration, including how life skills can simultaneously and congruently be integrated into sport programming and not seen as an isolated construct, coaches may recognize that time may not be a barrier to life skill integration.
Over the past few years, researchers wihtin the field of sport psychology have made important and necessary steps to address these gaps by translating knowledge to sport practitioners. Initial case studies have been done to work with coaches to intentionally integrate youth development strategies in their coaching practices (e.g., Camiré et al., 2011; Camiré & Trudel, 2014; Falcão, Bloom, & Gilbert, 2012). More recently, in-person (e.g., Detroit Police Athlete League, 2016) and online coach training and resources (e.g., Strachan, McDonald, & Côté, 2016; author, 2016) have been made available to practitioners integrating a positive youth development framework. For example, Strachan and colleagues (2016) developed the SCORE (Sport COnnect and REspect) project, an online coach education program on how to how to intentionally integrate life skills within their coaching practices. As such, the field seems to be progressing in a positive direction by working to bridge the knowledge gap between research and practice. This has been done by minimizing the disconnect youth sport coaches experience related to the perceived value and ability to integrate life skills. However, the current findings support the need for the development and provision of pedagogical tools for coaches to promote life skill development, which has also been advocated for by other researchers (Camiré, 2014; McCallister et al., 2000; Strachan et al.,  2016; Vella et al., 2011). Continuing the translation process will provide coaches with information and resources related to best practices to foster positive youth development within sport.
Limitations
Findings from this study should be inferred with the following limitations in mind. First, this study represents one sample of youth sport coaches and should not be inferred that all youth sport coaches have similar perspectives related to life skills integration within sport. Additionally, the small sample size and limited types of sport contexts explored restricts the generalizability of the results. Last, as often the case in program evaluation, there is potential of social desirability during semi-structured interviews. However, as the researchers conducted a minimum of four observations with each team’s coach (M = 7.17, range = 4 to 12; author, 2016), the researchers were confident that coaches’ perceptions and experiences were in line with what was carried out during their sport practices.
Conclusion
Camiré and colleagues (2012) outlined that coaches who invest in coaching more than technical and tactical skills can have a powerful and lasting influence on the development of youth. Findings from the current study outline a disconnect between academic-proposed best practices and practitioners’ (e.g., coaches) behaviors within the youth sport domain related to life skill development. Despite the potential for youth involved in the sport context to yield positive outcomes, researchers note that outcomes could be improved if a positive youth development framework was better implemented in program design (Coatsworth & Conroy, 2007). Although participants within the current study recognized the value of intentionally teaching life skills, few did so in their regular coaching practice. Therefore, this study provides practical recommendations for coach education and training. Specifically, education surrounding the importance of intentionally teaching life skills would help bridge the gap between the belief that life skill development and transfer occur implicitly from mere participation in sport and helping to recognize the value of deliberately integrating skill development and transfer. Providing strategies, including recognizing teachable moments that result from positive and negative behaviors can also help minimize the reactive approach taken to teach life skills. Moreover, adopting an approach in which life skills can simultaneously and congruently integrate into regular sport programming would be useful to coaches. Making such opportunities available for coaches could minimize the perceived barriers of time and education related to life skill integration which would help youth athletes thrive both in and out of sport. This study offers important findings and adds to the emerging literature on youth development within the sport context. 
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