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Abstract
Intersectoral actions in the sport-for-development field constitute a pre-condition for the implementation of sport-based
interventions. At an operational level, the multi-professional group is the tool through which intersectoral collaboration
may successfully achieve its aims. Despite the prominent role of the group, this topic is under-researched in terms of
understanding intersectoral actions in the sport-for-development field. By applying a psycho-sociological perspective, our
research explores the role of the multi-professional group as a limit/resource for sport-for-development workers that op-
erate with vulnerable youth. Following a phenomenological interpretive approach, 12 practitioners (six sport workers
and six social workers) participated in semi-structured interviews to explore the role of multi-professional groups as a
resource/limit in working with socially vulnerable youth through sport. The results indicate that, in the participants’ expe-
rience, belonging to a multi-professional group is a meaningful resource to trigger reflexivity, promote collaboration and
integrate their different professions. The interviews highlighted the positive potential of this tool to address the challenges
that emerge when working with socially vulnerable youth, including the management of negative emotions, unexpected
events and the relationship with young people. Some interviews also suggested that the presence of multiple professions,
under certain circumstances, may be a risk when working with youth. These findings have significant value for programme
design, strategy and management as they show the value of trans-disciplinary practices as an agenda for social inclusion
through sport.
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1. Introduction

Sport for Development (SFD) programmes for vulnera-
ble youth have significantly increased in the last decade
(Corazza & Dyer, 2017; Dukic, McDonald, & Spaaij, 2017;
Nols, Haudenhuyse, & Theeboom, 2017). Such interven-
tions generally aim either to develop inclusion in sport
or inclusion through sport (Coalter, 2002). In the first

paradigm, programmes facilitate access to sport partic-
ipation by tackling infrastructural or economic barriers
that limit engagement in sport (Vandermeerschen, Vos,
& Scheerder, 2015). In the second paradigm, sport is
used to address the needs of vulnerable populations
(Gozzoli, D’Angelo, & Confalonieri, 2013; Levermore &
Beacom, 2009; Schulenkorf, 2012). In this second ap-
proach, sport, if properly used, may constitute an oppor-
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tunity to sustain several benefits among socially vulnera-
ble youth, including participation, education, social inclu-
sion, life skills, work skills and health (D’Angelo, Corvino,
De Leo, & Sanchéz, 2019; Hermens, Super, Verkooijen, &
Koelen, 2017; Holt et al., 2017). However, sport can also
trigger negative effects such as social exclusion, doping,
match fixing (Coalter, 2017).

Several authors have reported that research on sport
should outline under which conditions and through
whichmechanisms sport can be an effective in encourag-
ing positive social development (Coalter, 2017; Schaillée,
Haudenhuyse, & Bradt, 2019; Whitley et al., 2019).

At present, intersectoral actions in the sport-for-
development field constitute a meaningful condition for
the implementation of sport-for-development interven-
tions (Lindsey & Bitugu, 2019; Misener & Doherty, 2012).
Intersectoral collaboration cannot be fully understood
without considering the role of the multi-professional
work group. Awork group is a systemof two ormore indi-
viduals who are interconnected (face-to-face or virtually)
and interdependent in sharing a common goal of work-
ing and performing organisational tasks (Arrow,McGrath,
& Berdahl, 2000; Kozlowski & Bell, 2003). Thework group
is prominently important at an organisational level, be-
cause it is a tool through which an organisation may
successfully achieve its aims by defining clear tasks and
roles (Kozlowski & Bell, 2003). In this domain, the shar-
ing of skills and expertise that underpins intersectoral
actions requires the constitution of a new work group
composed of diverse professionals who meet and capi-
talise on their knowledge for a common purpose. Thus,
when understanding intersectoral actions, the function-
ing of such multi-professional groups at the managerial
or operational level is particularly important in determin-
ing whether or not such collaboration is successful.

However, research in this field has mainly analysed
intersectoral collaboration through factors that inhibit
or support a partnership from a macro perspective
(Lindsey & Bitugu, 2019). These include personal ele-
ments (e.g., personal commitments in the partnership
and relationships), institutional elements (e.g., organi-
sational commitment and societal and political context)
and organisational elements (e.g., leadership, task man-
agement, communication structure, building on capac-
ities, visibility; Hermens, Verkooijen, & Koelen, 2019;
Koelen, Vaandrager, & Wagemakers, 2012). An under-
standing of the role of multi-professional groups is still
lacking. This topic is also under-researched within the
Italian context of sport and development (Svensson &
Woods, 2017) and in relation to youth’s social vulnera-
bility (Jones, Edwards, Bocarro, Bunds, & Smith, 2017).
By analysing the representation and feelings of the work-
ers, the aim of our study is to explore the role of the
multi-professional group as a limit/resource for sport-for-
development workers that operate with socially vulnera-
ble youth. The study seeks to answer the following ques-
tion: is the multi-professional group a resource or limit
for workers of sport-based intervention and how so?

2. Intersectorial Actions in Sport-Based Intervention
for Socially Vulnerable Youth

In defining vulnerable youth, the fluidity and uncertainty
of social and personal identities need to be considered,
as do the transformations in family roles in contempo-
rary society, as these expose every child or youth to
some kind of ‘vulnerability’ (Bauman, 2005). It is espe-
cially critical to differentiate people who are vulnera-
ble from people who are not, although the risk of stig-
matisation that this type of categorisation fosters has
been widely criticised (Sperling, 2020). Although we are
aware of these challenges, in this study we understand
socially vulnerable youth as a specific group of young
people who are daily subjected to multifaceted stres-
sors (e.g., social, emotional and economic), which in-
clude poor family management, poverty, deviant con-
duct, lack ofmotivation, disaffection towards institutions
and lack of social networks, whichmay lead to social mal-
adjustment (Galuppo, Gorli, Alexander, & Scaratti, 2019;
Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, & Skille, 2014; Regoliosi &
Scaratti, 2010). Tackling these fragilities is delicate and
complex and, thus, requires specific attention involving
a diverse set of skills from different professional fields
(Edwards, Lunt, & Stamou, 2010). Various studies have in-
vestigated the success of collective actions promoted by
different professionals, particularly when delivering pro-
grammes or services to vulnerable populations (Camiré,
Trudel, & Forneris, 2012; Holt et al., 2017; Yohalem,
Wilson-Ahlstrom, Fischer, & Shinn, 2009).

The literature from the sport and development field
agrees that such interconnections between sectors and
professionals are crucial in the successful inclusion of
vulnerable youth in institutionalised sport settings and
the broader community. For instance, Jones et al. (2017)
noted that youth sport programmes should stipulate
collaboration with community organisations by sharing
expertise and resources through an integrated curricu-
lum. Spaaij (2012) has highlighted that youth devel-
opment is prominently associated with a programme’s
capacity to promote connections with multiple institu-
tional agents. Nevertheless, in a recent review, Holt et al.
(2017) reported the meaningful role of distal ecolog-
ical systems (e.g., the community) in developing out-
comes and changes for individual youths through sport.
Because the sport sector is generally better equipped to
develop technical sport skills while social entities have a
deeper expertise concerning pedagogical, psychological
and educational skills (Coalter, 2013; Sanchéz, Gozzoli, &
D’Angelo, 2013), the integration of these entities could
ensure that vulnerable youth receive the comprehensive
care they need (Hermen, Super, Verkooijen, & Koelen,
2015; Marlier et al., 2015).

3. Intersectoral Actions: The Role of the Group

Intersectoral actions are formal collaborations or part-
nerships among organisations or people with different
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backgrounds and expertise thatwork together to achieve
a common goal. In this domain, intersectoral actions re-
quire the definition of a common work purpose and the
presence of different sectors, such as the sport and so-
cial sector, to tackle that purpose (Corbin, Jones, & Barry,
2016). The achievement of the organisational goal, in-
cluding that of an intersectoral collaboration, requires
the presence of a work group (Kozlowski & Bell, 2003).
A work group is an interdependent and interconnected
social system in which individuals cooperate to achieve
organisational tasks (Arrow et al., 2000; Kozlowski & Bell,
2003). The group constitutes the meso-level between
the individual and thewider organization, included those
that are interconnected through a partnership, which
makes it possible to address a common scope (Kozlowski
& Bell, 2003). The peculiarity of the work group that co-
operates in an intersectoral action is the presence ofmul-
tiple professionals belonging to different sectors and dis-
ciplines (Lindsey & Bitugu, 2019).

In this study, we explore the role of multi-
professional groups in intersectoral actions using a psy-
chosociological perspective (Barus-Michel, Enriquez,
& Lévy, 2005). This framework was developed as an
interpretative perspective for organisational contexts.
Starting from the intersection of contributions from so-
ciology, social psychology and psychoanalysis, the psy-
chosociological approach provides an interpretative key
for organisational phenomena. This approach analyses
the interconnections between the individual, the group
and the organisation, as well as how these influence
each other (Barus-Michel et al., 2005). The peculiarity
of this approach is that the work group is considered
both as a resource and a limit to organisational success.
The work group may constitute an important resource in
understanding one’s own emotions, allowing the worker
to reflect and co-build shared meanings for the work
experience. The cooperation and relationships with the
other can, however, lead to dysfunctional and risky dy-
namics such as mobbing or destructive conflicts, which
may have negative consequences in terms of achieving
the organisational purpose (Cabiati, Ripamonti, & Pozzi,
2016; Scaratti, Gorli, & Ripamonti, 2009).

4. Methods

By analysing the representation and feelings of the work-
ers, our study seeks to answer the following question: Is
the multi-professional group a resource or limit for work-
ers of sport-based intervention for vulnerable youth and
how so?

Following a phenomenological interpretive ap-
proach (Smith & Osborn, 2008), we involved 12 prac-
titioners (six sport workers, including five sport coaches
and one sport administrator; six social workers, includ-
ing three educators and three psychologists) in semi-
structured interviews. The sample was selected using
convenience sampling. We selected the sample by in-
cluding sport and social workers from Italian sport-

based programmes for vulnerable youth who were in
our network from previous evaluation research projects
(Gozzoli et al., 2013).Weused this sampling approach be-
cause these workers were involved in sport programmes
that had meaningfully features for the aim of this re-
search: 1) These programmes are plus-sport interven-
tions in which sport is used as a social context for so-
cially vulnerable youth work (Coalter, 2007); 2) they are
implemented through the collaboration of both social
and sport organisations (i.e., intersectoral action was
present); and 3) both social workers and sport workers
were present during sport sessions with the youth (i.e.,
there is a new multi-professional group composed of
different professionals who collaborate on the ground
with youth).

We used the semi-structured interview format to ex-
plore the phenomena of multi-professional group as a
resource or limit to work with socially vulnerable youth
through sport. Because Interpretative Phenomenological
Approach is used to study the meanings experience
hold for participants (Smith & Osborn, 2008), the inter-
view schedule included questions about representations
and feelings about the role of the multi-professional
group as a resource or limit for sport-based work-
ers (e.g., ‘How does the multi-professional group help
you in your work with youth?’ and ‘How does the
multi-professional group limit your work with youth?
How does the multi-professional group help to achieve
project goals?’).

Interviews were collected within the last three years
and lasted around 40–45 minutes. The interviews were
conducted in Italian, recorded, transcribed by hand,
anonymised and analysed using paper-pencil content
analysis method by applying an inductive and deduc-
tive process of categorisation (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
During the first phase of the analysis, we used deduc-
tive content analysis to point out macro-categories re-
lated to group resources and limits expressed in the
interviews. We highlighted widely where the intervie-
wees talked about the group as a limit or as a resource.
Subsequently, we applied inductive content analysis to
create sub-categories related to group resources and
limits. In this domain, we detailed participants’ repre-
sentations and feelings of the two macro-categories.
The bottom-up logic of categorisation was used because
it is not possible to determine in advance which micro-
category will sustain each category related to group re-
sources and limits. The entire analysis process was con-
ducted by two independent researchers (Chiara Corvino
and Chiara D’Angelo); the researchers analysed cases of
divergence until an agreement was reached.

The authors declare that the proceduremet the inter-
national norms and ethical principles established by the
European Union 2016/679 Regulation, the Declaration
of Helsinki established by theWorld Medical Association
(1964) and related revisions with written informed con-
sent obtained from each participant.
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5. Results

The results show that, in interviewees’ experience, be-
longing to a multi-professional group is a meaningful re-
source to trigger reflexivity, promote collaboration and
integrate the different professions. We need to spec-
ify there that participants often used the word ‘inter-
professional supervision’ to talk about the group; this
term is used in the Italian psycho-educational and medi-
cal fields to indicate a team of professionals from differ-
ent disciplines (generally educators, psychologists, psy-
chiatrists or doctors) who gather to discuss the cases
they are treating. The interviews (see Table 1) high-
light the positive potential of multi-professional groups
to address some of the challenges that emerge when
working with socially vulnerable youth through sport, in-
cluding the management of negative emotions, unex-
pected events and the relationship with young people.
Although the data yield a positive representation of the
group as a resource for intersectoral collaboration, some
interviews suggested that the presence of multiple pro-
fessions risks creating confusion or overlaps when work-
ing with youth.

5.1. Resources

5.1.1. Group as a Resource to Manage Negative
Emotions

Sport and social workers reported the struggle of man-
aging youth deviant conduct. In the interviewees’ expe-
riences, youth had different difficulties during sport ses-
sions: They had physical conflicts with their peers, they
insulted adults or peers or they were twitchy and ner-
vous. All of these behaviours had an impact on workers,
who claimed to feel tired and stressed after programme
activities. The interviewees pointed out that one of the
most difficult parts of their work was coping with the
emotional fatigue related to vulnerable youth conduct:

In my opinion, the emotions of workers are important
to consider. The first trainings with youth were very
challenging: Participants didn’t respect rules, they
were not able to keep their concentration and we too
had some difficulties in limiting them. (Social worker)

This issue was particularly challenging for sport coaches,
whowere not used to such situations in the sport context.
The words of one sport coach summed up this challenge:

At the beginning of the project we had some diffi-
culties…the training was fine, but immediately after
something happened that let you down [the coach
is talking about episodes of brawling after the pro-
gramme activities]. Emotionally, it is something that
really affects you in this type of project. In my work
inside the sport club it had never happened to me.
I mean, when I’m in the field I am the coach, but
here….I do not say that I am something more, but
I care about the success of their path, don’t I? So,
when something out of the blue happens, something
deviant, you feel disappointment and discomfort.

A separation between the work of coaches in a conven-
tional sport environment—the grassroots sport society—
and in the sport-based programmes emerged. In the in-
terviews, participants reported that the role of coaches
changed: The emotional involvement of coaches was
higher compared than that of the social workers, as
was their distress if youth disappointed the adults’ ex-
pectations. This can be seen in the words of another
sport coach:

The coach here has a different role: You need to be
a friend, you need to be a coach, you need to be a
brother, you need to be a dad—you need to be every-
thing they need, for each of them.

The coaches who work with socially vulnerable youth
thus seem to identify totally with the vulnerabilities of
the youth (i.e., the lack or absence of adequate parental
figures; lack of positive social relationships) and feel re-
sponsible for filling the resulting emotional and social
void. The coach is a friend, a brother—in some cases
even a father. However, this thought cannot be fully re-
alised: At some point, the coach will face the limit of his
own role and consequently become frustrated. The re-
sults highlight the differences in how coaches and social
workers manage emotions in working with at-risk youth:
Coaches seem less prepared, and therefore more vulner-
able, in tolerating the failures, frustrations and limits of
their actions. This separation leads them to focus more
on psychological issues, which is the part of the work
with vulnerable youth for which they feel less prepared:
“In this programme, I didn’t really work on technical, tac-
tical, athletic aspects. I focused more on the psychologi-
cal side of the activity” (Sport coach).

In this domain, it emerged that the presence of a
multi-professional group helped coaches to better cope

Table 1.Macro and micro categories of the research.

Macro-category Micro-category

Resource Group as a resource to manage negative emotions
Group as resource to manage unpredictable situations
Group as a resource to manage the relationship with youth

Risk Group as a risk that create double-leadership
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with this challenge, as they received reflective feedback
from the social workers. In the inter-professional su-
pervision, social workers shared their competence and
supported coaches in understanding their reactions to-
wards the youth. The multi-professional group became a
space where workers could reflect and share interpreta-
tions about their own behaviour with youth. In particu-
lar, for sport workers, the group was useful in engaging
with the competence of social workers and helped the
sport workers to modulate their emotional reactions, es-
pecially when the youth showed deviant conduct. One
coach summarises this aspect:

In my sport society, I am the coach, I make the deci-
sion and that’s it: There is no onewho tells me ‘no you
did it wrong, yes you did it well.’ Here, there was also
the moment after I made a decision, when I faced an
educator. Inmost cases he toldme ‘yes, you did it well
or you can change, try to fix the situation this way.’ It
was helpful to have feedback after my actions. During
one interprofessional supervision, we discussed the
behaviour of some participants [the interviewee is
talking about poor behaviour]. After the interprofes-
sional supervision, I acted and took into consideration
whatwehad shared during the discussion. Thus,work-
ing as a group with people who have skills that dif-
fer frommine was certainly useful for the educational
purposes of the project. (Sport coach)

5.1.2. Group as Resource to Manage Unpredictable
Situations

As a consequence of youth conduct, the data showed
another important related challenge: Sport programme
personnel did not have complete control of training plan-
ning and implementation. Actually, the mood of the
youth could potentially change what they had previ-
ously planned:

Here something strange happened, something a little
more complicated than normal. Thus, having the firm-
ness and the…coldness, also, to make a decision in a
very short space of time can surely help a person who
works in similar projects. You have to be prepared for
everything, because when I really saw guys who were
about to hit, I had to raise my voice! You need to be
ready for everything! (Sport coach)

The interviewees reported that the presence of a
multi-professional group on the ground may be use-
ful in reading and interpreting the dynamics between
youth when something unpredictable and fast happens.
Because the sport coach is focused on the training it-
self, the multiple ‘eyes’ on the participants helps in
understanding why they have behaved in a certain
way when sharing reflections during the interprofes-
sional supervision:

When the team is large it can be helpful to have ‘two
eyes’ on the field: It is not bad. From the outside we
can see things that we cannot see from the inside.
(Sport coach)

During the interprofessional supervision, we realised
that we saw different things during the trainings [the
interviewee here refers to her—or himself as a social
worker and to the sport coach]. There are 15 boys,
sometimes 16, sometimes 17 boys, and they are scat-
tered in the gym. It is clear that if the sport coach is
turned to one side and I’m turned to the other, we
see two different things. Or even if we are looking at
the same situation, we read it in two different ways,
and therefore it is important to talk to each other.
(Social worker)

5.1.3. Group as a Resource to Manage the Relationship
with Vulnerable Youth

Programme workers widely describe the challenge of
maintaining a relationship of appropriate closeness with
the youth. On the one hand, the relationship requires
support and closeness, while on the other hand, the
youth also need to recognise the authority of the adults
and rules. To make the relationship with youth effective,
these two relational elements should be held together,
as these sport coaches explain:

The relationship you need to have with them—you
need to be one of them, but at the same time they
need to understand that you are the one there, that
you are the coach, but that you speak and move in
their ways, then you can do it. (Sport coach)

You are the coach, yes, true, but you need to be a
little…distant, somehow—but not too much. I mean,
the youth need to feel you are close to them to take
you as an example. (Sport coach)

These poles of the relationships are not described by the
participants in a fragmented way rather the need to cre-
ate a balance between them is clear. The first component
is described as particularly challenging to convey in the
work with youth, because participants often disregard
the rules of coexistence. It is therefore important for op-
erators to provide a clear value structure to which the
youth can refer and in which they can find security. This
component, although it is difficult to implement, is es-
sential to keep the youth together and to promote their
inclusion, because it is precisely through the rules that it
is possible for each to enter into a positive relationship
with the other:

Even if it is difficult, it is important to give themprecise
rules…when I talk about rules, I mean the rules that
we put in—listening and respect, which are clearly
very general rules—but I think that those simple rules
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are useful to stay together in the sport field for that
hour and a half. And they will be useful once they’re
out in their daily life. (Social worker)

In this domain, the interviews highlighted that the multi-
professional group is a useful device to find out how to
manage the relationship with youth by analysing their
needs and setting common relationship rules:

Working in a group with the coach, the psychologist,
and I…working side by side—jointly—was very posi-
tive for me. We set some basic rules to use with the
boys. This allowed us to give the youth the same feed-
back and to manage emergency situations in a com-
mon way. (Social worker)

During the interprofessional supervision we talked a
lot about the youth and the ‘measures’ to use with
them in the sport setting…especially for the ones who
are more troubled, we tried to understand them and
how to relate with them. (Sport coach)

This was particularly useful for coaches, who acquired
new skills and learned newways to relate with the youth:

During the interprofessional supervision, we saw how
coaches slowly acquired new knowledge. I saw that
some coaches started using educative language. They
developed a different perspective on the youth, they
tried to make interpretations about youth behaviours
saying, ‘maybe this thing in this situation meant….’
Also during trainings, they took the responsibility of
doing something more educational. (Social worker)

The co-presence of social workers enhanced the pro-
fessional integration of sport coaches and seemed to
be useful to improve the coaches’ relational work with
the youth. In this domain, there seemed to be a dispar-
ity between professionals. The coaches needed to ac-
quire support and skills from the social workers to carry
on their work with the vulnerable youth, rather than
the opposite.

5.2. Risks: Group as a Risk that Create
Double-Leadership

Although the multi-professional group is meaningfully
useful for all of the reasons mentioned, the social work-
ers pointed out that the co-managing of training with
coaches is not simple. There is the risk of creating a
double-leadership whichmay be confusing for the young
people, who need clear and defined role models:

Well, it is not easy…I try not to enter [the intervie-
wee is talking about the fact that he/she tries not
to intervene during the training in place of the sport
coach] even if sometimes I would like to enter in the
game and play with the boys. I understood that en-

tering in the game might not be positive for the role
of the coach toward the boys….It could interfere, be-
cause during the activity the youth should refer to
him….Probably, if you enter in the game, you create
a double role. (Social worker)

6. Discussion of Results and Conclusion

The intersection of diverse skills and competences in a
work group makes it possible to overcome some of the
challenges of working with socially vulnerable youth in
sport-based interventions. The first of these challenges
is that the vulnerabilities of youth have an emotional im-
pact even on the workers taking care of them, especially
for the sport coaches (Gozzoli, Gazzaroli, & D’Angelo,
2018). In line with psychosociological assumptions, the
multi-professional group can serve as a tool to focus on
these difficulties and elaborate them. When the group
operates in this way, it becomes an emotional container
where people can build meaning based on emotions
through sharing their thoughts with others (Bion, 1962).
This exchange has indeed allowed coaches to receive
feedback on their actions, and this has enhanced their
reflexivity. As pointed out by Galuppo, Gorli, Scaratti,
and Kaneklin (2014), exchange with others inside a work
group may trigger self-awareness and introspection, and
this positively affects on how people manage their emo-
tions at work.

The second challenge involves the management of
unpredictable situations, and the sharing of different per-
spectives on youth was helpful for the workers to in-
terpret why and how certain situations occurred during
trainings. This is in line with the psychosociological per-
spective, which highlights the unpredictable and creative
outcomes generated by the interdependency of diverse
individuals inside the group (Lewin, 1951).

The final challenge concerns the creation of a good
balance between relational closeness and establishing a
good authority relationship with the youth. As pointed
out by Coalter (2013) and Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, and
Coalter (2012), the quality of the relationship established
between youth and the programme workers is a key
mechanism in such sport for the development initiatives.
This relationship is one of the main working nodes to
support young people in their educational paths and
can be considered a sort of pre-condition for working
with vulnerable youth through sport. The challenge in-
volving SFD personnel concerns the fact that both poles
of the quality of the relationship, ethical and affective
(Alfieri, et al., 2018; Cigoli & Scabini, 2007), should be
supported. The presence of professionals with non-sport
skills was a source of support for coaches, who improved
their capacity to relate towards youth. However, the co-
presence of several professionals during training may
obstruct the relationship with youth by creating frag-
mented role models.

Although this research mainly highlights the posi-
tive aspects of working in a multi-professional group,
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the psychosociological approach warns us against cer-
tain risks. First, the multi-professional group is not al-
ways a place for emotional reworking and constructive
exchange with the other. The relationship with the other
can also lead amplify negative emotions and create con-
flicts which, if not properly managed, become destruc-
tive and impair the achievement of the organisational
objective. The formation of the work group is not im-
mediate, however, and requires appropriate coordina-
tion leading to the construction of a clear and shared
work object with which people can identify and build a
sense of belonging (Gazzaroli, Gozzoli, & Gardey, 2019;
Gozzoli, 2016a, 2016b). Despite the positive role of the
work group in intersectoral collaboration, the psycholog-
ical effort of dealing with individuals belonging to or-
ganisations with diverse cultures, practices and organisa-
tional values should be taken into account.

In terms of the wider sport for development liter-
ature, these results confirm the meaningful role of in-
tersectoral collaboration and draw attention to the co-
presence of different skills and knowledge, which serve
as an added value for sport-based interventions (Lindsey
& Bitugu, 2019).

In more detail, the multi-professional group helped
in achieving the purpose of the intersectoral collabo-
ration from two points of view: 1) The exchange with
other professionals in the groupmitigated sport coaches’
vulnerability and helped them in finding out strate-
gies to improve their daily work with youth. Thus, the
group enhanced reflection and led to increased aware-
ness and introspection by coaches about their work
with youth (Galuppo et al., 2014; Stelter, 2009, 2014).
Nevertheless, the group enhanced sport workers’ ed-
ucative learnings about vulnerable youth. In this regard,
the presence of professionals with non-sport skills was
a source of support for coaches who comprehensively
improved their behaviours towards youth; and 2) the
group facilitated educative synergies and coherence be-
tween social and sport workers and avoided dissonance
between them.

There are several implications of this work for fu-
ture sport-based interventions and policymakers. First,
to generate effective collaboration between sectors in
the micro sport environment with youth, this study
highlights that SFD personnel need space and time for
face-to-face contact and interpersonal cooperation. This
means that engaging SFD personnel in common group
practices can support them in their work with vulnera-
ble youth. This result also emerged in previous studies
on SFD intersectoral action, in which sport workers and
social workers pointed out the lack of time to build and
maintain the personal relationships necessary for inter-
sectoral action and inclusive sport activities (Hermens
et al., 2015). Sharing space and time together can also
be helpful in developing a trans-disciplinary method-
ology and inter-professional culture for working with
vulnerable youth through sport (Edwards et al., 2010).
The interviewees talked about the usefulness of the inter-

professional supervision as a formal device in which dif-
ferent professionals physically meet, exchange opinions
and reflect on the actions carried out with the youth
(Scaratti et al., 2009). This kind of practice should be en-
couraged when planning sport-based interventions, be-
cause it is in the inter-professional meetings that SFD
staff could experience and take advantage of the value
of intersectoral collaborations.

Second, a proper monitoring and coordination
of such groups should be introduced. The role of
project managers or professionals coordinating the
multi-professional group is crucial to enhance inter-
professional integration. This is particularly impor-
tant since, according to the coaches themselves, the
professional knowledge of the SFD coaches (Côté &
Gilbert, 2009) is less relevant when working with vul-
nerable youth. The research highlights that a trans-
professional culture and methodology integrating
psycho-pedagogical dimensions with the sport dimen-
sions is still in its infancy in Italy. In the context of this
study, this can be explained culturally by the Italian sport
system, in which there is a strong opposition between
the ‘sport for all’ ideology and competitive sport, which
is more focused on the development of technical sport
skills. An integration of the two philosophies should be
considered critically (Porro, 2020). The need of coordina-
tion is, thus, meaningful.

Nevertheless, the research highlights the importance
to properly finance the back-office work in sport-based
intervention in order to micro-plan, reflect and find out
common strategies to accurately work with vulnerable
youth through sport. In this domain, national and in-
ternational funding should not only focus on the prac-
tice of sport but should also consider inter-professional
supervision as a useful back-office practice to be finan-
cially supported.

7. Limitations

This study examined a limited sample of Italian practi-
tioners in which the work in interprofessional supervi-
sion had a fundamental role and was supported by ap-
propriate financial resources in programme implemen-
tation. Not all sport-for-development programmes have
this unique feature, and it is not always sustainable to
create face-to-face engagement between social workers
and sport workers.

Future studies should cross-analyse diverse pro-
grams at both Italian and international level in order to
understand widely the role of multi-professional groups.
Longitudinal studies should be further considered in or-
der to understand how the work group evolve during
time and how it impacts on the efficacy of the interven-
tion itself. Although the study has limited generalizabil-
ity, the research provides some insight into the value of
such multi-professional groups, which can be taken into
account when planning sport-based interventions.
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