Journal of Applied Sport Psychology

ISSN: 1041-3200 (Print) 1533-1571 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/uasp20

From Autocracy to Empowerment: Teams with
Shared Leadership Perceive their Coaches to be
Better Leaders
Katrien Fransen, Niels Mertens, Stewart T. Cotterill, Gert Vande Broek & Filip
Boen
To cite this article: Katrien Fransen, Niels Mertens, Stewart T. Cotterill, Gert Vande Broek &
Filip Boen (2020) From Autocracy to Empowerment: Teams with Shared Leadership Perceive
their Coaches to be Better Leaders, Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 32:1, 5-27, DOI:
10.1080/10413200.2019.1617370
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2019.1617370

Accepted author version posted online: 10
May 2019.
Published online: 10 Jun 2019.
Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 346

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=uasp20

JOURNAL OF APPLIED SPORT PSYCHOLOGY, 32: 5–27, 2020
Copyright # 2020 Association for Applied Sport Psychology
ISSN: 1041-3200 print / 1533-1571 online
DOI: 10.1080/10413200.2019.1617370

From Autocracy to Empowerment: Teams with Shared
Leadership Perceive their Coaches to be Better Leaders
KATRIEN FRANSEN

AND

NIELS MERTENS

KU Leuven
STEWART T. COTTERILL
AECC University College
GERT VANDE BROEK

AND

FILIP BOEN

KU Leuven
Sports coaches often fear that empowering the players in their team would undermine their
own leadership status. To investigate the legitimacy of this perception, we mapped the leadership structure within 64 sports teams (N ¼ 840). The results highlight that the perceived leadership quality of the coaches is positively related to the density of their team's leadership
networks (i.e., the average leadership qualities of all players). This finding held for task, motivational, social, and external leadership. The best coaches are thus the ones who adopt a shared
leadership approach and who strengthen the leadership quality of their players.
Lay Summary Sports coaches often feel that empowering the players in their teams undermines their own leadership status. This study investigates the legitimacy of this perception
within 64 sports teams. Our findings provide evidence for the opposite view; by creating and
developing leaders in their teams, coaches are perceived as better leaders themselves.

Leadership in Sports Teams
High-quality leadership at all levels within sports organizations (i.e., club boards, performance directors, coaches, and athletes) is considered to be crucial for the growth and
effectiveness of sports teams (Arthur, Wagstaff, & Hardy, 2017; Welty Peachey, Zhou,
Damon, & Burton, 2015). Coach leadership1 in particular has been shown to be an
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Coach leadership can be defined as a behavioral process that is used to increase athlete
performance and satisfaction (Chelladurai & Riemer, 1998). With respect to the distinction that
organizational researchers make between leadership and coaching, we apply the definition of
Hackman and Wageman (2005) to the sports context. In this regard, sports coaches not only coach
their individual athletes and team as a whole to improve their effectiveness but also engage in
5
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important driver behind a teams’ competitive advantage (Arthur & Lynn, 2017; Mallett &
Lara-Bercial, 2016; Thelwell, Wagstaff, Rayner, Chapman, & Barker, 2017). More specifically, high-quality coaches have been reported to increase players’ confidence in the
team’s capacities (Hampson & Jowett, 2014), strengthen the players’ identification with
the team and the team’s cohesion (De Backer et al., 2011; Fransen, Decroos, Vande
Broek, & Boen, 2016), improve the team’s psychological climate and the proactivity of
the players (Van Puyenbroeck, Stouten, & Vande Broek, 2018), and nurture players’ competence satisfaction and their intrinsic motivation, thereby enhancing the team’s functioning and improving the team’s performance (Fransen, Boen, Vansteenkiste, Mertens, &
Vande Broek, 2018). However, it is important to recognize that the coach is not the only
source of leadership in the team.
The last decade in sports-related leadership literature has been characterized by a rapid
growth in studies on athlete leadership. Loughead, Hardy, and Eys (2006) defined an athlete leader as “an athlete occupying a formal or informal leadership role influencing team
members to achieve a common goal” (p. 144). Fransen, Vanbeselaere, De Cuyper, Vande
Broek, and Boen (2014) distinguished between four leadership roles that players can
occupy in a team; two leadership roles on the field (i.e., a task leader and a motivational
leader) and two roles off the field (i.e., a social leader and an external leader). The full definitions of these leadership roles are presented in Table 1. For the fulfillment of these leadership roles, previous studies highlighted the importance of looking beyond the team
captain. In fact, it is often the case that informal leaders (i.e., athletes who do not occupy a
formal leadership position but are perceived as leaders by their teammates as a result of
the interactions occurring within the team) are often perceived by their teammates as being
better leaders on each of the four roles than the team captain (Fransen et al., 2014, 2015b).
A significant body of research has demonstrated that these leaders within the team (i.e.,
athlete leaders) are important drivers of the team’s success (for a review on athlete leadership, see Cotterill & Fransen, 2016). To illustrate, high-quality athlete leadership has been
related with the following outcomes: increased team identification and team confidence
(Fransen, Decroos, et al., 2016), stronger task and social cohesion (Fransen, Decroos,
et al., 2016; Loughead et al., 2016), improved team resilience when facing setbacks
(Morgan, Fletcher, & Sarkar, 2013), and ultimately a better team performance (Crozier,
Loughead, & Munroe-Chandler, 2013; Fransen et al., 2017). In line with previous research
in business organizations (Pearce & Conger, 2003) and schools (Muijs & Harris, 2003),
contemporary research in sports teams suggests that coaches should develop a structure of
shared leadership, in which the coach and the athlete leaders take the lead together for the
good of the team. Distinct from the traditional notion of top-down or vertical leadership,
shared leadership (also termed collective or distributed leadership) can be described as a
group-level phenomenon in which the leadership role is shared among team members
resulting in horizontal and upward influence (Fletcher & Arnold, 2015; Pearce & Conger,
2003). Moreover, drawing upon the original conceptualization by Gibb (1954), shared
leadership can be conceptualized along a continuum based on the number of leadership
sources (i.e., team members) having a high degree of influence in a team (Carson, Tesluk,

activities such as structuring the team, establishing the team’s purposes, and providing the
necessary resources. As a result, their core tasks reach beyond purely coaching activities and they
can therefore be defined as “leaders,” which is a more inclusive term compared with the rather
strict term coaches. The same reasoning holds for athletes within the team who occupy a
leadership role.
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Table 1
The Definition of the Four Leadership Roles Occupied by Athlete Leaders (Fransen
et al., 2014)
Leadership role
Task leader

Motivational leader

Social leader

External leader

Definition
A task leader is in charge on the field; this person helps
the team to focus on the team goals and helps in
tactical decision making. Furthermore, the task leader
gives his/her teammates tactical advice during the
game and gives them guidance if necessary.
The motivational leader is the biggest motivator on the
field; this person encourages teammates to go to any
extreme; this leader also puts fresh heart into athletes
who are discouraged. In short, this leader steers all
the emotions on the field in the right direction in
order to maximize team performance.
The social leader has a leading role off the field; this
person promotes good relations within the team and
cares about having a good team atmosphere, for
example, in the dressing room, on the bus, or during
a social activity. Furthermore, this leader helps with
conflicts between teammates off the field. The social
leader is a good listener and is trusted by the other
team members.
The external leader is the link between his team and the
people outside the team; this leader is the
representative of the team when dealing with the
club management. If communication is needed with
media or sponsors, this person will take the lead.
This leader will also communicate the views of the
club management to the team, for example, regarding
sponsoring, club events, and contracts.

& Marrone, 2007). Anchoring the low end of the continuum are cases in which team members follow the leadership of a single individual (e.g., the team captain). In contrast, at the
high end of the shared leadership continuum are teams in which most, if not all, team
members are perceived as good leaders by one another.
The Barriers to Player Empowerment
Despite the evidence supporting the benefits of shared leadership, not all coaches seek
to empower the players in their team and formally appoint athlete leaders. Cushion, Ford,
and Williams (2012) added that “some coaches use seemingly athlete-centered approaches,
although evidence would suggest that many actually only present ‘an illusion of empowerment’, so athletes ‘buy into’ their potentially contradictory agenda” (p. 1638).
Given all the associated benefits of shared leadership, it is a concern that coaches are
not more eager to strengthen the leadership in their team. One potential explanation for
this could be that research on athlete leadership is still relatively new and many coaches
may not yet be aware of the reported benefits. Ntoumanis and Mallett (2014) further suggested that coaches are used to adopt a controlling coaching style (with no room for players’ voice) but are not aware of the long-term adverse consequences of such controlling
behaviors (e.g., amotivation, attrition, and psychological illness). Although this lack of
knowledge might indeed be one of the explanations, it is also possible that coaches
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encounter other barriers that can make them reluctant to empower the players in their
teams. Examples of potential barriers include the idea that players prefer a directive coaching style, the fear of losing visibility as a leader, the fear of losing control, the external
pressure to perform on the short-term, the fear of being perceived as lazy, the idea that in
time-pressuring situations only autocratic leadership is effective, and in general the typical
culture of hierarchical controlling leadership (Ntoumanis & Mallett, 2014; Vroom &
Yetton, 1973).
To our knowledge, no research to date within sports teams has focused on these potential barriers that can hinder the development of a shared leadership structure. Given the
significant contextual overlap between organizations and sport (e.g., teams headed by a
formal leader, focus on competitive advantage, clear objectives, need for cooperation), it is
reasonable to expect that knowledge will generalize from work (or education or military or
other organizational contexts) to sport or conversely (Day, Gordon, & Fink, 2012;
Weinberg & McDermott, 2002). As such, it may be that initial approaches in sporting contexts need to be adapted from successful approaches used in other performance contexts
(see Cotterill, 2017, for an overview).
Preliminary research in educational settings (Muijs & Harris, 2003) and organizational
contexts (Wheatley, 1997) suggests that there can exist a fear and uncertainty among formal leaders that can result in an overemphasis on control as the prime mechanism in maintaining bureaucratic and hierarchical leadership structures. These authors conclude that in
these settings many leaders have consistently over the years chosen control rather than
productivity. For coaches of sports teams, one of the potential barriers might be the fear
that empowering their players might undermine their own leadership position in the team
(Ntoumanis & Mallett, 2014). More specifically, this fear arises from the idea that coaches
who empower their players (and thus ask for players' input rather than dictating the
approach adopted) are perceived as weak and incompetent. These potential barriers, and
the current lack of research exploring this issue in sport, underpin the main research question that this article addresses:
RQ1: Does the implementation of a shared leadership approach devalue the leadership
quality of coaches as perceived by their players?

To formulate our hypothesis, specific literature relating to education and organizational contexts was evaluated. In two case studies by Little (1995), school principals
who introduced shared leadership and empowered their teachers were interviewed.
These principals suggested that the development of shared leadership had a positive
influence on teaching in the school. In business organizations, though, the existing evidence is more equivocal. Although some studies suggest that employees who feel
empowered are more likely to have higher levels of trust in their leaders (Huang, 2012;
Moye & Henkin, 2006; Zhu, May, & Avolio, 2004), other studies have not reported
this positive link between shared leadership and perceptions of the leader (Bartram &
Casimir, 2007).
The sports context lacks evidence of the direct link between shared leadership and the perceived quality of the coach. Nevertheless, recent evidence did show that autonomy-supportive
and participative coaching styles, which can be linked to the implementation of a shared leadership structure, were moderately and positively related with coach satisfaction (Delrue et al.,
2019). Based on these preliminary findings, we formulated the following hypothesis for each
of the four leadership roles (i.e., task, motivational, social, and external leadership).
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H1: Coaches of teams who with a shared leadership structure within a specific leadership
role (i.e., having high-quality task, motivational, social, or external team leadership) are
perceived as better leaders in that role by their players.

How to Implement an Effective Structure of Shared Leadership?
Based on the research evidence just outlined, shared leadership may have many benefits, ranging from team functioning to well-being and performance (Cotterill & Fransen,
2016). If coaches can be encouraged to adopt a shared leadership approach, the next step
would be to examine the most effective way to implement an impactful shared leadership
structure. A crucial prerequisite to implement such a structure in sports teams would be
for the coach to be able to identify the best leaders on task, motivational, social, and external leadership.
In today’s sports culture, coaches are still the main decision makers when it comes
to appointing leaders within their teams (e.g., when appointing a team captain; Gould,
Voelker, & Griffes, 2013). Although coaches often claim that they have the best
insight in their team’s leadership structure, this may not be true. For example, GulakLipka (2017) questioned the strategy to let coaches designate the athlete leaders considering that the team might not fully accept this choice if they do not perceive the
designated person as a leader. If the appointed leader does not have the support of the
team, his or her impact will be limited and effective shared leadership is far off. Also
Fletcher and Arnold (2015) highlighted the critical role that the perceptions of followers play in determining leader effectiveness. Gulak-Lipka (2017) therefore clearly
argued for providing voice to the players in the leader selection process. The work of
Fransen et al. (2014) corroborates this suggestion, as their findings showed that
almost half of the team captains, who are usually selected by the coach, were not perceived by the players as best leaders in any of the four leadership roles—not on the
field as task or motivational leaders, and not off the field as social or external leaders.
Instead, other players in the team were perceived as the best (informal) leaders by
their teammates.
These findings suggest that the current leadership selection processes in sports teams
are not as effective as they could potentially be. This might be problematic, as evidence
suggests that if the perceptions of coaches and players on the team’s leadership do not
align, and the coach assigns leaders that are not perceived as good leaders by the players,
team functioning is compromised (Gulak-Lipka, 2017). Therefore, the second key question
that this article addresses the overlap between perceptions of coaches and players when it
comes to the team’s leadership:
RQ2: Is there a high overlap between the perceptions of the coach and the perceptions of the
players on the team’s leadership?

Given the limited evidence existing on this topic, this research question is considered to
be exploratory, and we therefore decided not to formulate an a priori hypothesis.

METHOD
Procedure
In this study we collected a random stratified sample of 64 sports teams, encompassing
16 teams from four sports (i.e., soccer, volleyball, basketball, and handball). Within each
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sport, we ensured an equal distribution between male and female teams (i.e., eight male
teams and eight female teams in each sport). Within each of these categories we ensured
an equal contribution of teams from the highest leagues of the competition (i.e., national
level) and teams of the lower competition leagues (i.e., provincial or regional leagues). To
obtain this stratified sample of 64 teams, 130 coaches were invited via e-mail to participate
in our study, resulting in a response rate of 49%.
After approval from the coach, a research assistant attended a training session of each
team, explained the purpose of the study, and asked all players if they were willing to participate in the study. Confidentiality of responses was guaranteed, and participants were
told that they had the opportunity to withdraw participation at any time. After giving
informed consent, players were asked to complete the questionnaire. The research assistant
was present to answer questions. Upon completion, all questionnaires were assembled in a
closed envelope by the researcher. The American Psychological Association ethical standards were followed in the conduct of both studies and approval was obtained of the ethical
committee of the first author’s university (G-2015 02 169). No rewards were given for participation in the study, except for a report by e-mail, sent to all participating players and
coaches with the general study findings.
Participants
In total, this study included 776 players and 64 head coaches of whom 263 belonged to
soccer teams (i.e., 247 players, 16 coaches), 177 to volleyball teams (i.e., 161 players, 16
coaches), 150 to basketball teams (i.e., 134 players, 16 coaches), and 250 to handball
teams (i.e., 234 players, 16 coaches). The response rate within the teams ranged between
81% and 100% (M ¼ 94.58%, SD ¼ .08). In total, 380 male players and 396 female players participated in the study. One coach was female and the rest were male, thereby
reflecting the male majority of coaches in Flanders. In total, 460 of the participants were
active at high competitive level and 428 were active at low competitive level. The players
were, on average, 23.75 years old (SD ¼ 6.32) and had, on average, 14.74 years of experience in their sport (SD ¼ 6.65). They were playing, on average, 4.99 (SD ¼ 4.91) years for
the team, of which 2.01 (SD ¼ .16) with the current coach. The coaches were, on average,
43.40 years old (SD ¼ 10.58) and had, on average, 14.68 (SD ¼ 8.63) years of experience
in coaching.
Measures
Generation of leadership networks
To obtain a reliable measure of the leadership quality of the coach and the players, we
followed the standard procedure that has been recommended in recent reviews of the field
(e.g., Cotterill & Fransen, 2016) and that has been validated in several studies in the field
(Fransen et al., 2015a, 2015b; Loughead et al., 2016). Three features characterize this procedure. First, we calculate the leadership quality of all team members (visualized by a network) instead of focusing on the formal leaders only (e.g., the team captain) as previous
research indicated that the captain is often not seen as the best leader in the team (Fransen
et al., 2014). Second, because being a leader does not automatically entail being a good
leader (i.e., being seen to display effective leadership), we chose to focus on the leadership
quality. Third, the leadership quality of an individual is based on the perceptions of the
other team members, which is preferred to using self-ratings.

TRUE LEADERS CREATE MORE LEADERS
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More specifically, to obtain this peer-rated leadership quality assessment, we asked all
team members to carefully read the definitions of the four leadership roles (as presented in
Table 1). After each of the leadership roles, we asked participants, “Please rate the leadership quality of each of your teammates and your coach in this specific leadership role on a
scale from 1 (very bad leader) to 7 (very good leader).” To facilitate the process for participants, the names of all team members were filled out in advance based on the team roster.
We consciously opted for subjective leadership perceptions instead of for actual leadership behaviors. As Shaver (1975) indicated, an individual’s perception of a situation is
more important than the objective situation in determining one’s feelings and actions. In
other words, the perceptions of athletes with respect to the leadership quality of their teammates is more important than the actual leadership behaviors of those teammates. As a
result, athletes’ subjective perceptions will determine whether athletes will follow their
leaders, and thus whether a structure of shared leadership will be successful.
For each team, this data collection resulted in an N  N matrix (N is the number of
team members), where the rows reflect the scores given by a particular rater, and the columns reflect the scores received by all team members. In line with previous guidelines
(Fransen et al., 2015b), the diagonal entries are omitted given that the self-perceptions of
participants (i.e., ratings of their own leadership quality) are not taken into account. Social
network analyses of the resulting leadership networks provided measures at both the individual and the team level.
Individual-level network measures
First, we identified the leadership quality of all team members (i.e., players and the
coach) on the four leadership roles. To do so, we calculated each participant’s indegree
centrality on each of the four leadership roles. In network terms, indegree centrality is a
node-specific measure (with nodes referring to the players) that reflects the average
strength of a node’s incoming ties (i.e., the average leadership quality of an athlete, as perceived by the players). This measure reflects leaders’ importance in the team and their capacity to influence other team members, therefore being the best reflection of a person’s
leadership quality (Fransen et al., 2015b; Hoppe & Reinelt, 2010). It is important to note
that only the perceptions of the players are taken into account to calculate both players’
and coaches’ perceived leadership quality. The perception of the coach on the leadership
quality of the players constituted a different variable to answer our second
research question.
Team-level network measures
In line with previous studies (Fransen et al., 2015a), two team-level social network measures were distinguished. First, we calculated the leadership network density for each team for
each of the four leadership networks (i.e., task, motivational, social, and external leadership),
using the same procedure for valued networks as described by Sparrowe, Liden, Wayne, and
Kraimer (2001). More specifically, the density of a network was calculated by summing the
values of all relations and dividing this result by the number of all possible relations. As
such, the values of network density vary between the endpoints of the scale, in this case
between 1 (very low-quality team leadership) and 7 (very high-quality team leadership).
Given that we aimed to obtain insight in the team’s internal leadership quality, we did not
take into account the coach data for these analyses. The networks used to calculate the leadership density thus rely on the perceptions provided by players about players. High leadership
density scores then characterize the teams with, on average, high-quality athlete leadership,
whereas low-density scores characterize teams with on average low-quality athlete leaders.

12

K. FRANSEN ET AL.

Second, the use of network centralization has been recommended to assess the extent to
which the leadership is shared among the entire team (Mayo, Meindl, & Pastor, 2003;
Small & Rentsch, 2010). In essence, centralization can be considered as a measure of variance in the degree centrality measures of a network and represents a measure of compactness (for the formula, see Mayo et al., 2003, p. 204). Because this study focused on
participants’ indegree (rather than outdegree) centrality in the leadership quality networks
(as only the incoming ties matter for one’s leadership quality), we assessed each network’s
indegree centralization. To be able to distinguish a truly vertical leadership structure (with
the coach as the only leader) from structures with more shared leadership, the coach data
were essential to include in the network for calculating network centralization. The values
of network centralization range between 0 and 100, where 0 represents a noncentralized
network (i.e., when all members are perceived to participate equally in displaying leadership behaviors) and 100 represents a highly centralized network (i.e., when leadership
behaviors revolve around a single individual). Previous research examining centralization
scores of leadership networks in sports teams demonstrated centralization values between
13.18% and 62.73% (Fransen et al., 2015a).
To truly grasp the structure of a team’s leadership network, it is important to look at
the network’s density and centralization simultaneously. To illustrate, a low centralization
score might point at shared leadership, but when the density is also low it rather characterizes a team in which none of the players engage in leadership. Teams with high-quality
shared leadership should thus be characterized by the combination of a high network density (high overall leadership quality) and a low network centralization (i.e., leadership is
spread throughout the team; D’Innocenzo, Mathieu, & Kukenberger, 2016; Mayo et al.,
2003). However, the latest leadership research suggests that the relation between network
centralization and team effectiveness is curvilinear (Eys, Loughead, & Hardy, 2007;
Fransen, Delvaux, Mesquita, & Van Puyenbroeck, 2018; Gockel & Werth, 2010). More
specifically, an intermediate level of shared leadership is preferable to having either too
few leaders or too many.
To obtain an overview of the leadership structure in all participating teams, we created
two categories with an equal number of teams having relatively high and relatively low leadership network density and three equal categories of teams with high, moderate, and low
leadership network centralization (if there are indeed teams that belong to those different
categories). The resulting six combinations encompass the most important possible leadership structures and can subsequently be related to coaches’ perceived leadership quality.

RESULTS
Descriptive Data
Table 2 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations between all variables
of interest. The leadership network densities cover a broad range and vary between 2.18
and 6.00 on a scale from 1 to 7 for the different leadership roles. The network centralizations, on the other hand, which can vary between 0 and 100, cover only the lower half of
the scale and vary between 6.54 and 47.09 on the four leadership roles. We can thus conclude that none of the teams included in our study had a clear hierarchical structure with
the coach (or a player) holding all the leadership in a specific role. Instead, all teams demonstrate structures of shared leadership, ranging from structures in which all team members demonstrate leadership to an equal extent (low centralization) to teams in which a
selected group of leaders occupies the leadership positions (moderate centralization).

p < .05. p < .01. p < .001.

1. Task Leadership Quality Coach
2. Motivational Leadership Quality Coach
3. Social Leadership Quality Coach
4. External Leadership Quality Coach
5. Task Leadership Density
6. Motivational Leadership Density
7. Social Leadership Density
8. External Leadership Density
9. Task Leadership Centralization
10. Motivational Leadership Centralization
11. Social Leadership Centralization
12. External Leadership Centralization

5.56
5.21
4.88
5.24
4.29
4.53
4.72
4.02
27.09
21.42
18.13
26.75

M
.80
.83
.79
.85
.44
.48
.42
.53
6.50
6.09
5.98
8.37

SD
.80
.68
.57
.26
.20
.26
.31
.04
.21
.13
.07

1.

.83
.55
.33
.31
.30
.38
.11
.17
.15
.18

2.

.62
.25
.18
.29
.32
.08
.10
.19
.23

3.

.27
.12
.24
.37
.13
.13
.07
.02

4.

.89
.81
.75
.49
.36
.36
.36

5.

.82
.70
.38
.46
.36
.36

6.

.67
.31
.33
.44
.30

7.

.36
.41
.37
.46

8.

Table 2
Correlations Between Coaches’ Leadership Quality and Leadership Network Indicators

.58
.41
.47

9.

.52
.48

10.

.47

11.
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It is noteworthy that the correlations between the different leadership roles are moderate
to high, suggesting that when coaches are perceived as good leaders in a specific role, they
also have a higher chance of being perceived as good leaders in other leadership roles.
The same holds for the average leadership quality in the team; if a team has high-quality
leadership in one role, it appears more likely that the team also demonstrates high-quality
team leadership in the other leadership roles.

RQ1: Are Coaches Who Create More Leaders Perceived as Better Coaches?
To answer this question, we first analyzed the correlations between the coaches’ leadership quality in a particular role and the team’s leadership quality in that role, reflected by
the leadership network density. The findings presented in Table 3 show that these correlations vary between .26 and .37 for the four leadership roles, all being statistically significant. We can therefore conclude that the higher the level of leadership quality perceived in
the team, the more the coach is perceived to be a good leader by the players. This finding
is in line with H1 that the best leaders lead teams that have more leaders.
The network centralizations provide insight to whether it is important for coaches to
develop the leadership qualities of all members in the team (low centralization) or just of a
selected group of leaders (moderate centralization). The correlations in Table 2 show a
(albeit nonsignificant) trend in the negative direction for motivational and social leadership
(i.e., suggesting that if the leadership is shared amongst multiple leaders in the team, the
better the leadership of the coach is perceived to be).
However, we should keep in mind that neither the density nor the centralization on their
own provide profound insight into the leadership structure. To obtain a more complete
insight into the structure, we should instead look at the density and the centralization of
the leadership network simultaneously. Therefore, we distinguished between four combinations based on high/low density and moderate/low centralization (as no teams were characterized by a highly centralized network structure). The perceived leadership quality of the
coach in each of these categories is presented in Table 4. Taking into account all data simultaneously, the findings highlight that teams in which a select group of leaders show high
leadership quality (i.e., networks with high density and moderate centralization) perceive
their coaches as best leaders, which supports H1. This finding holds for task, motivational,
and social leadership. For example, teams with a high-quality task leadership team will
also perceive their coach to be a good task leader. The only exception relates to external
leadership. Although a high network density is also essential for the coach to be perceived
as a good external leader, coaches of teams in which external leadership is spread throughout the team (i.e., low centralization) score slightly better on their perceived external leadership quality than coaches of teams with a strong external leadership team (i.e., moderate
centralization).

Generalizability of our findings
Given that our sample was stratified with respect to sports, male and female teams, and
competitive level, we were able to test whether our findings are valid in each of these categories. Table 3 presents the correlations between leadership quality and leadership density
and centralization for each of these categories. Table 4 presents the detailed results for the
four combinations of density and centralization.

p < .05. p < .01. p < .001.

Correlation between coach
leadership quality and …
Complete data set
Sports
Soccer
Volleyball
Basketball
Handball
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive level
High level
Low level
.04
.46

.04
.49

.07
.22

.22
.34

.36
.12

.26
.38

.12
.07

.17
.36

.65
.13
.06
.39
.32
.34

.06
.41
.19
.11

.52
.13
.21
.16

.02
.07
.01
.29

.48
.004
.04
.23

.29

.29
.40

.18
.46

.26
.24
.07
.23

.36
.001
.02
.78

.37

Density

.06
.02

.31
.46

.08
.05
.17
.10

.02

Centralization

External leadership

.30
.04
.10
.04

.19

Centralization

Social leadership
Density

.09
.33

.17

.31

.04

Centralization

.26

Density

Centralization

Motivational leadership

Density

Task leadership

Table 3
Correlations Between the Leadership Quality of the Coach in a Specific Role and the Associated Network Density and
Centralization for the Same Leadership Role for Each of the Sports, Male and Female Sports Teams, and High and Low
Competitive Level
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Table 4
Means and Standard Deviations (in Parentheses) for the Leadership Quality of
Coaches on a Specific Leadership Role, Presented According to the Leadership
Structure in Their Team for That Specific Role
High density –
moderate
centralization
Task Leadership (N)
Complete data set
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive level
High level
Low level
Motivational
leadership (N)
Complete data set
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive level
High level
Low level
Social leadership (N)
Complete data set
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive level
High level
Low level
External
leadership (N)
Complete data set
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive level
High level
Low level

High density – low
centralization

Low density –
moderate
centralization

Low density – low
centralization

10
5.68 (1.06)

21
5.65 (.71)

22
5.52 (.81)

9
5.33 (.74)

5.84 (.88)
5.43 (1.40)

5.62 (.82)
5.66 (.68)

5.67 (.74)
5.30 (.89)

5.53 (.41)
5.16 (.95)

5.24 (1.14)
6.33 (.52)
14

5.47 (.65)
5.84 (.77)
17

5.24 (.88)
5.80 (.65)
17

5.33 (.35)
5.33 (1.00)
14

5.48 (.85)

5.25 (.88)

4.97 (.98)

5.21 (.48)

5.55 (.79)
5.38 (1.00)

5.12 (.76)
5.31 (.97)

5.49 (.75)
4.60 (.98)

5.10 (.46)
5.49 (.46)

5.02 (.65)
6.30 (.42)
11
5.13 (.69)

5.15 (.78)
5.33 (1.00)
21
4.97 (.93)

4.75 (.96)
5.21 (1.00)
20
4.71 (.79)

5.25 (.46)
5.18 (.52)
10
4.73 (.56)

5.42 (.51)
4.62 (.72)

5.19 (.82)
4.80 (1.02)

4.84 (.69)
4.51 (.94)

5.17 (.15)
4.55 (.58)

5.16 (.59)
5.09 (.87)
12

4.41 (.88)
5.48 (.67)
20

4.49 (.80)
4.94 (.76)
20

4.78 (.55)
4.66 (.65)
10

5.34 (.75)

5.39 (.79)

5.12 (1.04)

5.07 (.72)

5.50 (.49)
5.22 (.91)

5.43 (.65)
5.35 (.97)

5.65 (.64)
4.68 (1.13)

5.09 (.48)
5.04 (1.08)

5.16 (.94)
5.52 (.51)

5.24 (.94)
5.52 (.66)

4.88 (.88)
5.35 (1.18)

4.96 (.67)
5.32 (.91)

Note. The analyses for the four sports are not reported, as the number of teams per category was too limited
and sometimes even zero. The leadership structure that is associated with the highest leadership quality of the
coaches is highlighted in bold.

Sports
With respect to the sports, we can conclude that, in particular, soccer teams show strong
correlations between the density in a leadership network and the leadership quality of the
coach in the associated role, with correlations ranging from .36 to 65 for the four leadership roles. Also in handball, strong correlations were reported for social and external leadership. In volleyball, density appears not to be so strongly decisive for the coach’s
leadership quality. However, for motivational leadership it seems that the more motivational leaders in the volleyball team (i.e., low centralization), the better the coach is perceived as motivational leader. It is important to note that none of the sports show a low
network density, indicating that coaches of teams with low-quality leadership (or with
only the coach as hierarchical leader) are not perceived to be good leaders.
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The number of teams per sport was too low to provide a reliable analysis on the different
combinations of density and centralization with respect to sports. The observed differences
between sports when looking at the densities and centralizations separately suggest that
our findings are not completely generalizable to the different sports and that sport-specific
characteristics should be taken into account.
Male and female teams
With respect to the differences between male and female teams, the results in Table 3
point at stronger correlations in female teams, indicating that the perceived leadership quality of the coaches of female teams is more strongly related to the leadership density in the
team, with correlations ranging between .34 and .46. A lower centralization (i.e., leadership
spread throughout the team) seems also important for motivational, social, and external leadership. Also, male teams show a positive correlation between their coach’s leadership quality and the density of all networks, although the correlations are lower than for female teams
(between .17 and .32 for the four roles). It is noteworthy that in male teams, coaches are perceived as better external leaders when the external leadership within the team is centralized,
whereas for female teams it seems better to have multiple external leaders.
When looking at the combinations of density and centralizations in Table 4, we can conclude that coaches of male teams appear to be perceived as the best leaders when their teams
have a leadership structure with high density and moderate centralization in task, motivational, and social leadership. Only for external leadership, coaches in teams with lower but
centralized quality of external leadership scored best. By contrast, the best coaches of
female teams led teams having leadership structures with high density and low centralization
in task, social, and external leadership. Only for motivational leadership, coaches of teams
with low density and low centralization scored best, which is in contrast with H1.
Competitive level
When looking at the differences between high and low competitive level, it is worth noting
that at a high level, the average quality of the team’s task and external leadership (i.e.,
reflected by the density) seems predictive for the coach’s leadership quality. For motivational
leadership it seems important that the leadership quality is spread throughout the team (i.e.,
reflected by centralization). Although the team’s social leadership does not seem to be related
with the coach’s social leadership quality in high-level teams, this relation is present for lowlevel teams. More specifically, coaches of teams with high-quality social leadership (i.e., high
density) that is spread throughout the team (i.e., low centralization) are perceived by the team
members as being the best social leaders. Also for the other leadership roles, low-level teams
show a strong relationship between the densities of their leadership networks and the perceived
leadership quality of the coach, with correlations ranging between .34 and .46.
Looking at the combinations of density and centralization in Table 4, it can be concluded
that coaches of high-level sports teams are perceived as better task, social, and external leaders
when their teams show high-leadership quality in that particular role. For task and external
leadership, coaches are perceived as better leaders when the leadership is spread throughout
the team. By contrast, for social leadership, it seems better to have only a limited group of
high-quality leaders. The positive relationship between leadership density and the coach’s perceived leadership quality did not emerge for motivational leadership at a high competitive
level. At low competitive levels, coaches were perceived as best task, motivational, and external leaders when their teams had a selected group of leaders with high-quality leadership
skills. Only for social leadership, coaches scored better when the high-quality leadership was
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Table 5
Correlations Between the Perceptions of Teammates and the Perceptions of the
Coach on a Player’s Leadership Quality on Each of the Four Roles

Complete data set
Sports
Soccer
Volleyball
Basketball
Handball
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive level
High level
Low level

Task leadership

Motivational leadership

Social leadership

External leadership

.61

.54

.52

.56

.58
.67
.58
.60

.43
.66
.58
.50

.53
.60
.39
.48

.46
.62
.51
.60

.70
.52

.65
.42

.60
.44

.59
.54

.62
.61

.57
.51

.57
.49

.52
.60

p < .05. p < .01. p < .001.

spread throughout the team. The findings reported here suggest that empowering the leaders
within the team is not at the expense of the coach’s perceived leadership quality.
Do Players Agree with their Coach’s Perceptions on the Best Leaders in the Team?
Our second research question addressed the extent to which the perceptions of the
coach on the team’s leadership are aligned with the perceptions of the players. To do so,
we calculated the correlations between the score provided by the coach on a player’s leadership quality and the indegree centrality of that same player (i.e., how other teammates
perceived that player’s leadership qualities). These analyses were conducted for each of
the four leadership roles. The results are reported in Table 5.
We can conclude that for each of the leadership roles, the correlations between the perceptions of the coach and the perceptions of the players on the team’s leadership are only
moderate (with correlations ranging from .52 to .61). One could argue that to identify the
right leaders, it is not necessary for coaches to have a perfect insight into the entire team.
Instead, it might be sufficient to be able to identify the best leader on the team in each of
the four roles. To obtain a greater insight into this capacity of coaches, we examined
whether the best leader indicated by the coach was also highlighted by the players as best
leader (i.e., having the highest indegree centrality), second best leader, third best leader, or
not a part of the players’ top three. If the coach provided multiple players in the team with
the same highest score (regardless of the absolute value of that score), all were taken into
account as leaders.
The findings presented in Table 6 highlighted that only in one third of the teams the
coach and the players agreed on the perceived best leader in the team, with percentages
ranging from 23.8 to 33.6 for the four leadership roles. Of interest, the coaches seem to
have the least insight in the team’s social leaders, with only 23.8% of the social leaders
identified by the coach also being the best social leader according to the players.
Although the error rate of coaches is quite high, we should highlight that the majority
of the leaders appointed by the coach are still included in the player-rated top three. In
other words, they are still perceived as good leaders by the team and will be able to effectively lead the team. However, in a significant number of teams (ranging between 29.7%
and 44.4% for the four roles), the leaders indicated by the coach were not included in the
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Table 6
Cross Table Reporting the Number of Best Leaders as Perceived by the Coach That
Are Perceived as Best, Second Best, and Third Best Leader by the Players, or Not
Even Included in the Player Top Three
Best leaders as
perceived by
the coach
Task leadership
Sports
Soccer
Volleyball
Basketball
Handball
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive
level
High level
Low level
Motivational
leadership
Sports
Soccer
Volleyball
Basketball
Handball
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive
level
High level
Low level
Social leadership
Sports
Soccer
Volleyball
Basketball
Handball
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive
level
High level
Low level
External leadership
Sports
Soccer
Volleyball
Basketball
Handball
Team sex
Male teams
Female teams
Competitive
level
High level
Low level

Second-best
leader as
perceived by
the players

Third-best leader
as perceived by
the players

Outside the
player-rated
top three

39 (33.3%)

25 (21.4%)

15 (12.8%)

38 (32.5%)

9
13
7
10

10
6
3
6

N of best leaders Best leader as
as indicated by
perceived by
the coach
the players
117 (15%)
37
28
20
32

(15.0%)
(17.4%)
(14.9%)
(13.7%)

(24.3%)
(46.4%)
(35.0%)
(31.3%)

(27.0%)
(21.4%)
(15.0%)
(18.8%)

4
3
4
4

(10.8%)
(10.7%)
(20.0%)
(12.5%)

14
6
6
12

(37.8%)
(21.4%)
(30.0%)
(37.5%)

62 (16.3%)
55 (13.9%)

22 (35.5%)
17 (30.9%)

13 (21.0%)
12 (21.8%)

9 (14.5%)
6 (10.9%)

18 (29.0%)
20 (36.4%)

55 (12.9%)
62 (17.8%)
129 (17%)

20 (36.4%)
19 (30.6%)
37 (28.7%)

13 (23.6%)
12 (19.4%)
27 (20.9%)

6 (10.9%)
9 (14.5%)
21 (16.3%)

16 (29.1%)
22 (35.5%)
44 (34.1%)

12
12
8
5

10
6
5
6

44
32
22
31

(17.8%)
(19.9%)
(16.4%)
(13.2%)

(27.3%)
(37.5%)
(36.4%)
(16.1%)

(22.7%)
(18.8%)
(22.7%)
(19.4%)

5
6
2
8

(11.4%)
(18.8%)
(9.1%)
(25.8%)

17
8
7
12

(38.6%)
(25.0%)
(31.8%)
(38.7%)

73 (19.2%)
56 (14.1%)

20 (27.4%)
17 (30.4%)

18 (24.7%)
9 (16.1%)

9 (12.3%)
12 (21.4%)

26 (35.6%)
18 (32.1%)

70 (16.4%)
59 (17.0%)
160 (21%)

22 (31.4%)
15 (25.4%)
38 (23.8%)

15 (21.4%)
12 (20.3%)
28 (17.5%)

10 (14.3%)
11 (18.6%)
23 (14.4%)

23 (32.9%)
21 (35.6%)
71 (44.4%)

39
45
43
33

(15.8%)
(28.0%)
(32.1%)
(14.1%)

11
12
9
6

(28.2%)
(26.7%)
(20.9%)
(18.2%)

6
8
8
6

(15.4%)
(17.8%)
(18.6%)
(18.2%)

3
9
7
4

(7.7%)
(20.0%)
(16.3%)
(12.1%)

19
16
19
17

(48.7%)
(35.6%)
(44.2%)
(51.5%)

81 (21.3%)
79 (19.9%)

21 (25.9%)
17 (21.5%)

15 (18.5%)
13 (16.5%)

12 (14.8%)
11 (13.9%)

33 (40.7%)
38 (48.1%)

60 (14.0%)
100 (28.7%)
128 (16%)

18 (30.0%)
20 (20.0%)
43 (33.6%)

11 (18.3%)
17 (17.0%)
26 (20.3%)

8 (13.3%)
15 (15.0%)
21 (16.4%)

23 (38.3%)
48 (48.0%)
38 (29.7%)

51
30
26
21

(20.6%)
(18.6%)
(19.4%)
(9.0%)

13
13
8
9

(25.5%)
(43.3%)
(30.8%)
(42.8%)

9(17.6%)
9 (30.0%)
5 (19.2%)
3 (14.3%)

7
7
4
3

(13.7%)
(23.3%)
(15.4%)
(14.3%)

22
1
9
6

(43.1%)
(3.3%)
(34.6%)
(28.6%)

54 (14.2%)
74 (18.7%)

21 (38.9%)
22 (29.7%)

13 (24.1%)
13 (17.6%)

8 (14.8%)
13 (17.6%)

12 (22.2%)
26 (35.1%)

55 (12.9%)
73 (21.0%)

24 (43.6%)
19 (26.0%)

13 (23.6%)
13 (17.8%)

10 (18.2%)
11 (15.1%)

8 (14.5%)
30 (41.1%)
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player-rated top three, suggesting that the acceptance of the team might be insufficient. In
particular for social leadership, almost half of the social leaders (44.4%) indicated by the
coach were not perceived as good social leaders by the players.
Generalizability of our findings
The stratified sample with respect to sports, male and female teams, and competitive
level allowed us to test whether our findings are valid in each of these categories. The correlations in Table 5 between perceptions of coaches and players on the team’s leadership
are very similar across the different sports (with volleyball having slightly higher correlations than the other sports), both for male and female teams (with male teams reporting a
slightly better overlap than female teams), and for high and low competitive level.
When considering the coaches’ insight into the perceived best leader in the team (Table 6),
volleyball coaches performed best, as 46.4% of the coaches were able to identify the same
best leader as the players. The smaller team size in volleyball, compared to soccer and handball might underpin this finding. Furthermore, coaches of male teams performed slightly better
than coaches of female teams, although this did not hold for motivational leadership. Finally,
coaches at high competitive levels were better in identifying the perceived best leader in their
teams, especially with respect to external leadership. Nevertheless, also at a high competitive
level we should emphasize that 29.1% of the task leaders, 32.9% of the motivational leaders,
38.3% of the social leaders, and 14.5% of the external leaders indicated by the coach are not
included in the top three of leaders as perceived by the players. These findings suggest that
coaches do not always make a choice that aligns with player perceptions when identifying the
leaders who are accepted as leaders by their teammates.

DISCUSSION
The current study aimed to contribute to the literature on shared leadership in sports
teams by addressing two specific research questions. First, the study looks to investigate
whether the implementation of a shared leadership structure undermines the perceived leadership quality of the coach, as this might be an important barrier for coaches to empower
their players. Second, the study aims to explore whether the coach has adequate insight in
the team’s leadership to appoint the best leaders, according to player perceptions.
From Power to Empowerment
The results highlighted that the correlations between the coaches’ leadership quality on
a particular leadership role (as perceived by the players) positively related to the team’s
overall leadership quality on that role (measured by the network density). In other words,
teams with better leadership within the team perceive their coach to be a better leader.
This finding held to be true for each of the four leadership roles. Next, we took into
account the extent to which leadership is spread throughout the team (as measured by network centralization). The results revealed that for task, motivational, and social leadership,
the best coaches led the teams in which the leadership is spread amongst a limited number
of leaders, as indicated by a moderate network centralization. Only for external leadership,
the perceived leadership quality of the coach benefited from the external leadership being
spread across the entire team (indicated by a low network centralization).
Our findings thus support earlier work in organizational settings suggesting that psychological empowerment by the supervisor positively predicts employees’ trust in that
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supervisor (Huang, 2012; Moye, Henkin, & Egley, 2005; Moye & Henkin, 2006; Sallee &
Flaherty, 2003). Huang (2012) relied on the framework of the social exchange theory
(Blau, 1964) to explain this relationship as a dynamic exchange of benefits between leaders and followers. More specifically, the norms of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960) imply that
when team members receive extrinsic or intrinsic rewards from their supervisors, they are
obliged to reciprocate by providing some benefit in return. In the context of empowering
team members, previous research highlighted that when organizational leaders shared and
delegated control to their followers, this empowerment could be seen as a social reward
provided by that leader (Whitener, Brodt, Korsgaard, & Werner, 1998; Zhu et al., 2004).
As a result, followers’ trust in the leader was likely to emerge as reciprocation or payback.
The same reasoning might underpin our findings in sports teams. Coaches who empower
their players are signaling to these individuals that they are trusted and competent in taking
the lead. The players may in turn reciprocate this psychological reward by investing an
attitude of trust in their coaches, reflected by a higher perceived leadership quality.
The stratified sample recruited for this study allowed us to test the generalizability of our
findings across sports, male and female teams, and high and low competitive level. Some
interesting differences emerged. For example, within soccer the perceived quality of the
coach was much more dependent on the team’s leadership quality (reflected by the network
density) than in other sports. A potential reason underpinning this finding could be that the
playing field of soccer teams is much larger than the field of volleyball or basketball. As a
result, the impact of the coach during the game is limited, and it is even more important to
have high-quality leadership on the field. These findings align with earlier observations of
Fransen, Haslam, et al. (2016) revealing that in particular within soccer, which is played on
a large field with relatively fixed positions, the best leaders played at positions that were
most central on the field, whereas this relationship was much weaker in other sports. Taking
the coach into account, our findings add that for soccer coaches it is even more important to
implement a shared leadership structure and empower their players to be perceived as a better leader themselves. Having good leaders on the field is thus a more effective option for
soccer coaches to translate their vision and strategy effectively onto the playing field.
Furthermore, our findings highlighted that the importance of having a high network
density (i.e., the average leadership quality) held across both male and female teams. On
the other hand, male and female teams differed with respect to how this leadership was
spread within the group: although coaches of male teams were perceived as better leaders
if that leadership was spread among a limited number of leaders (i.e., moderate centralization), coaches of female teams were generally perceived as better leaders if the leadership
was spread throughout the entire team (i.e., low centralization). Future studies should test
whether these discrepant findings hold in other team sports, settings, and cultures.
Finally, we can conclude that it appears that high-quality team leadership (i.e., reflected
by the density) is important at both high and low competitive level for coaches to be perceived as good leaders. Whether this high-quality leadership should be spread throughout
the team or occupied by a limited group of leaders (i.e., reflected by the centralization)
depends on the competitive level and the leadership role under investigation. The limited
variation in centralization scores could also underpin these incongruences.
Do Coaches and Players Agree on who to Appoint as Leaders?
When implementing a structure of shared leadership, an essential element is identifying
the best leaders in the team. To date, coaches have often taken charge in appointing the
leaders in their team (Gould et al., 2013). However, it is crucial to understand whether
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coaches have an adequate insight into their team’s leadership needs to make the optimal
leadership choices. Assuming that athlete leaders are able only to truly impact the team
when they are accepted as leaders by their teammates (Gulak-Lipka, 2017), the overlap
between perceptions of coaches and players on the team’s leadership should be substantial
to justify the coach being the main decision-maker.
Our findings highlight only moderate correlations between the perceptions of the coach
and those of the players with respect to the team’s leadership. More specifically, we found
that only in one third of the teams, coaches and players agreed on the best leader in their
team. It should be noted that, although coaches regularly appoint leaders that are not perceived as the best leader by their teammates, these leaders are usually still included in the
top three proposed by the players, meaning that it is likely that these leaders would still be
accepted as leaders by their team. Nevertheless, there is a substantial number of teams
(ranging between 29.7% and 44.4% for the four roles), in which the leaders indicated by
the coach were not included in the player-rated top three, suggesting that the acceptance of
the team is likely to be insufficient to obtain effective leadership.
Moreover, although coaches seem to have a good insight into the task and motivational
leadership qualities within their teams, the external leadership qualities—and in particular
the social leadership qualities—seem to remain obscured for the coach. These findings
held for male and female teams active at both high and low competitive level. Coaches at
high level performed better only when identifying the best external leader in the team.
This makes sense given the more visible relations with media, sponsors, and fans at this
higher level, compared to lower level teams. We can therefore conclude that coaches often
do not have sufficient insight in their team’s leadership to identify the players who can
best meet the leadership needs of the team.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
The present study highlights that developing a structure of shared leadership is not
related with an associated devaluation of the leadership quality of the coach, as perceived
by the players. In contrast, in most teams a positive relationship was observed between
structures of shared leadership and the perceived leadership quality of the coach. As such,
this study removes an important barrier that might hold coaches back from adopting a
shared leadership approach.
When appointing the leaders in their team, it is essential for coaches not only to rely on
their own insights but also to give their players a voice in this decision process. The technique of Shared Leadership Mapping (Fransen et al., 2015b) brings all the leadership perceptions of the players together in a visual leadership network, in which the best leaders in
the team, based on the perceptions of their teammates, are positioned in the center. This
information allows coaches to choose leaders that are accepted by all team members and
as such allow the most effective implementation of a shared leadership approach.
Furthermore, regardless of the insight of the coach, providing a voice to the players has
other benefits. More specifically, this procedure ensures that the appointed leaders experience the support of their teams as their selection relies on the perceptions of the players
instead of the coach. Realizing that their teammates not only accept but also expect their
leadership will increase the motivation of the appointed leaders to take up their leadership
responsibility and fulfill their role as good as possible (Cotterill & Fransen, 2016). Using
the perceptions of the players as basis for leadership appointment also infers that players
who are not appointed as leaders will be less inclined to argue the decision.
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Strengths of the Study
First, although previous studies on shared leadership in sports teams are mostly qualitative in nature or rely on a limited number of sports teams, the present study complements
this research by providing a large quantitative data collection of 64 sports teams (840 players and coaches), stratified across sports, male and female teams, and competitive level,
which allowed us for the first time to compare the densities and centralizations of the leadership networks in sports teams on a larger scale.
Second, although previous studies in both nonsporting organizations and sports teams
mostly focused on density as a single indicator of shared leadership, we studied the combination of density and centralization, thereby providing full insight in the team’s leadership structure.
Third, although previous studies on athlete leadership have often focused on the team
captain, the present study used social network analyses to map the actual leadership structure in the team, as perceived by both coaches and players.
Furthermore, we went beyond leadership in general and investigated leadership across
four leadership roles, both on the field (task and motivational leadership) and off the field
(social and external leadership). The differential findings indicate that it is important to
make this distinction.

LIMITATIONS AND AVENUES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
Besides the strengths of our study, we acknowledge the following limitations that are
inherent to the study design. First, our study was cross-sectional in nature and therefore
did not allow any causal conclusions. Although an overall positive relationship was found
between structures of shared leadership and the perceptions of the coach’s leadership quality, we could not verify the direction of this relationship. It is possible that coaches
become better coaches by implementing a shared leadership structure. However, it is also
possible that in teams with high-quality shared leadership, athletes will take up more
responsibility and as such cover the potential weaknesses of the coach; as a result, the
coach is perceived as a better leader. To bring clarity, future research should adopt a longitudinal intervention study design in which coaches are asked to implement a structure of
shared leadership while the leadership quality of the coach is being tracked over time.
Second, given that our key variables to answer our first research question are variables
at the team level (i.e., network density, network centralization, and coaches’ leadership
quality), the power of our sample is still quite low (e.g., to conduct a reliable comparison
of our first research question between the different sports). Although future research could
strive for an even bigger sample, the high response rate necessary to conduct social network analyses requires paper-and-pencil method (as this method has been proven to be
more effective than online questionnaires) and, as such, a large time investment.
Third, the present study relied on data collected in the Flemish sporting landscape
(Belgium) and therefore does not take into account multicultural differences in leadership
perceptions (Dickson, Casta~no, Magomaeva, & Den Hartog, 2012). For example, although
Belgian players might greatly appreciate an autonomy-supportive coach, this might not
hold for Eastern cultures in which a controlling coaching style with less room for shared
leadership might be more appreciated by the players. An interesting avenue for future
research would therefore be to examine the same research questions in other countries to
see whether our findings also hold across multiple cultures.

24

K. FRANSEN ET AL.

Fourth, we have studied only one of the barriers that potentially withhold coaches from
implementing a structure of shared leadership. Besides the fear for devaluation of their own
leadership quality, which based on our study findings is unjustified, a number of other potential barriers exist. Examples are the lack of knowledge on the benefits of shared leadership,
the fear of losing control and creating chaos in the team, the fear of the reactions of club management or fans, the idea that players prefer a directive coaching style, and the fear of losing
visibility as a leader. To change the hierarchical structure in the Flemish sports landscape to a
culture inspired by shared leadership, it is essential to gain profound insight in all barriers
that withhold coaches from empowering their players. A qualitative study in which coaches
are questioned about the reasons why they are not likely to empower the players in their team
would provide very valuable information in this matter and could inspire future research studies in this area.
As a fifth and final limitation, we concede that appointing the best leaders within the
team on the four leadership roles constitutes only a first, though crucial, step toward an
effective structure of shared leadership. Given the observed importance of the average
leadership quality in the team, it is essential in a second phase to further develop the leadership qualities of the appointed leaders (Gould et al., 2013; Gould & Voelker, 2010).
Although there are ample development programs for coaches, leadership programs for the
athlete leaders within the team are sparse (Blanton, Sturges, & Gould, 2014; Cotterill,
2017). An interesting avenue for future research would be to design leadership programs
aiming to further develop the appointed leaders in their specific leadership role.

CONCLUSION
We can conclude that adopting a shared leadership approach does not diminish the
coaches’ own leadership quality from the perspective of their players. In contrast, teams in
which more players are engaged in team leadership perceive their coaches to be better
leaders. These results suggest that by empowering the players within the team, the coach’s
own leadership becomes even more appreciated by the players. To implement such a structure of shared leadership, it important to identify the best leaders in the team. The study
findings suggest that, to make the right selection of leaders, coaches are better served by
involving their players in the leadership decision-making process, as only when the
appointed athlete leaders have the support from the entire team their leadership is most
effective. In short, coaches have a chance to become great leaders, not because of their
power but because of their ability to empower others.
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