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a b s t r a c t
Objectives: Leadership has been suggested to be a key factor in gaining a competitive advantage as a team,
with shared leadership being a better predictor of team functioning than vertical leadership. Although
the beneﬁts of shared leadership are well-documented, evidence about how to implement a shared
leadership structure remains sparse. This leaves coaches with three key challenges: (1) identifying the
best leaders; (2) deﬁning what roles those leaders should fulﬁll; and (3) developing their leadership
skills. Solutions to these challenges have been proposed in the 5R Shared Leadership Program (5RS ) —
a leadership development program that seeks to implement an effective structure of shared leadership
within sports teams.
Design: To test the effectiveness of 5RS program, we conducted an experimental-comparison group intervention in which eight national-level basketball teams (N = 96) completed a questionnaire at two points
in time (i.e., pre- and posttest). The teams in the intervention condition completed the 5RS program,
in which we identiﬁed the leadership structure in their teams (through Shared Leadership Mapping),
appointed the best leaders in their leadership role, and then developed their identity leadership skills.
Results: The results revealed that the 5RS program was successful in strengthening athlete leaders’ identity
leadership skills, and as a result also team members’ identiﬁcation with their team. Furthermore, in
contrast to athletes in the comparison condition, athletes in the 5RS condition were able to maintain their
levels of intrinsic motivation and commitment to team goals, while also reporting improved well-being.
Conclusions: The present study provides encouraging evidence that, by implementing a structure of shared
leadership and by promoting athlete leaders’ identity leadership skills, the 5RS program is able to improve
the team’s functioning and the well-being of its members.
© 2020 Sports Medicine Australia. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Practical Implications
• The 5RS program strengthens the capacity of leaders to cultivate
a shared team identity (i.e., to engage in identity leadership).
• Promoting identity leadership helps athletes to remain motivated
and to sustain their commitment to team goals, while athletes in
the comparison group showed a decrease in motivation and goal
commitment over the course of the season.
• Developing athletes’ ability to engage in identity leadership has
a beneﬁcial impact on the team’s functioning and on their teammates’ well-being.

∗ Corresponding author.
E-mail address: Niels.Mertens@kuleuven.be (N. Mertens).

1. Introduction
“The leaders who work most effectively, it seems to me, never say I.
And that’s not because they have trained themselves not to say “I”.
They don’t think “I”. They think “we”, they think team.” 1
In recent years, sports leadership research has established the
importance of leadership sources other than the coach, thereby
emphasizing the role of high-quality leaders within the team (i.e.,
athlete leaders) and how these leaders can contribute to their
team’s success.2 The importance of these leaders within the team
has inspired a shift in sports leadership research away from the
traditional models of hierarchical leadership (with the coach as
hierarchical leader) towards horizontal (or ﬂatter) forms of shared
leadership (in which the coach shares the lead with athlete lead-

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2020.01.010
1440-2440/© 2020 Sports Medicine Australia. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

N. Mertens et al. / Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport 23 (2020) 770–775

ers). This shift can also be seen in organizational research, which has
established that shared leadership constitutes a better predictor of
team functioning than vertical leadership.3–5
Despite its beneﬁts, implementing an effective structure of
shared leadership in practice is not straightforward. Moreover,
there is only sparse research that assists practitioners in this
transition. Accordingly, coaches will typically encounter multiple
uncertainties in their transition towards a more horizontal leadership structure in their team. These uncertainties can take many
forms. First, coaches might be concerned about losing control of
their team or they might be doubtful about how to get started.
Even when coaches are convinced about the beneﬁts of shared
leadership, some doubts might remain. For example, coaches might
have hesitations about which players to assign as leaders, or they
might be unsure about which on-ﬁeld and off-ﬁeld roles these players can fulﬁll. Further, coaches might want to help these athlete
leaders to improve their leadership skills, but not know how they
should do this. The 5R Shared Leadership Program – shortened as
5RS – is designed to address these concerns and help coaches to
implement a structure of shared leadership by6,7 : (1) identifying
the best leaders in the team; (2) deﬁning what roles those leaders should fulﬁll; and (3) developing the leadership skills of the
appointed athlete leaders. In what follows, we will elaborate on
the nature of the 5RS program and the way in which it tackles
each of these hurdles, before outlining the experimental test of its
effectiveness.
To tackle the ﬁrst challenge of identifying the best leaders, the
present program uses Shared Leadership Mapping to create leadership networks through social network analysis.6–8 Compared to
previous individualistic approaches (i.e., looking only at the team
captain as formal leader) or dyadic approaches (i.e., looking at the
bidirectional relationship between leader and follower), social network analysis places the entire group at the center of the analysis.
Team members who appear most central in the leadership network
(thus being perceived as the best leaders in a certain leadership
role) are then appointed as leader in that speciﬁc leadership role.
A second challenge relates to the nature of the role and according responsibilities that are assigned to the athlete leaders. In this
regard, Fransen, Vanbeselaere, De Cuyper, et al.9 identiﬁed four distinct leadership roles that athlete leaders can occupy (i.e., task,
motivational, social, and external leader). Although players and
coaches often expect the team captain to excel in each of these
four roles, previous work has showed that, in practice, team captains can only rarely meet these high expectations.9,10 This should
not be a problem though, as in fact, researchers have previously
demonstrated that teams in which different players occupy these
leadership roles (i.e., teams with shared leadership) report greater
identiﬁcation with the team, increased motivation, higher team
conﬁdence, and tend to perform better.9
After implementing a structure of shared leadership by identifying leaders in the four leadership roles, a next step is to further
develop the leadership skills of the appointed leaders. In this regard,
the Social Identity Approach to Leadership11 has shown that leaders are only effective to the extent that they are able to create a
shared social identity in their team. Slater, and Barker12 were the
ﬁrst to apply this principle in sport (in a study of an elite disability
soccer team). More speciﬁcally, they demonstrated that teaching
leaders how to create and strengthen a sense of shared identity in
the team had a positive impact on the identity leadership displayed
by staff, on the team’s social identiﬁcation, and on the number of
practice hours that were completed away from training camps.
Building upon previous research, the 5RS program (1) encourages a structure of shared leadership (through Shared Leadership
Mapping6–8 ) and (2) further develops participants’ leadership
potential by teaching athlete leaders how to represent and advance
a shared social identity (based on the 5R leadership program devel-
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oped in an organizational setting13 ). More speciﬁcally, the leaders,
together with their team, are guided throughout ﬁve phases in
which they learn hands-on how to foster a shared identity, thereby
improving their identity leadership skills (for more information on
the speciﬁc content of each phase, see Fransen et al.6,7 ).
Although there is an extended theoretical framework underpinning the 5RS program, thus far only qualitative data from case
studies have shed light on the effectiveness of the program. Accordingly, the main aim of the current study is to investigate the
effectiveness of the 5RS program in an experimental intervention
study, which comprises both an experimental and a comparison condition (each involving four teams). In the experimental
condition, a structure of shared leadership was implemented by
means of Shared Leadership Mapping,8 after which the identity
leadership skills of the appointed leaders were further developed.
Furthermore, because of our interest in the 5RS program’s effectiveness, the current study investigated basketball teams during their
regular competition. Across the variables of interest (dependent
measures) and over the course of the intervention, we expected
that participants in the 5RS condition would show a more positive
development than those in the comparison condition (indicative of
an interaction effect). Following Fransen, Haslam, Steffens, et al.,6,7
we expected that the identity leadership skills of athlete leaders in the 5RS condition would improve signiﬁcantly over the
course of the program, and more so than the identity leadership
skills of athlete leaders in the comparison group (H1). Based on
the development of leaders’ identity leadership skills in the 5RS
program, we expected players in the experimental condition to
show a greater increase in team identiﬁcation than players in the
comparison group (H2). Furthermore, in line with the underpinning theorizing,6,11 we expected that teams which completed 5RS
program would function more effectively14–16 than teams in the
comparison group. More speciﬁcally, we expect athletes in the 5RS
condition to show greater increases in their intrinsic motivation
(H3a), in their commitment to their team’s goals (H3b), in their conﬁdence in the team’s abilities (H3c), as well as in their performance
(H4), compared to athletes in the comparison condition. Furthermore, Haslam et al.17 emphasize that social identity is central to
good health, as a strong sense of shared social identity is a source
of a number of key psychological resources. One example of such a
psychological resource is social support, as shared social identity is
a basis not only for people to give and receive more social support,
but also for people to construe received support more positively.
In line with these theoretical claims, we expect that participation
in the 5RS program will improve athletes’ well-being.18,19 More
speciﬁcally, compared to athletes in the comparison group, athletes in teams that participate in 5RS are expected to report lower
levels of burnout (H5a), and to feel healthier (H5b).

2. Methods
An a-priori power analysis (Gpower 320 ), based on the results
of a previous study with a similar experimental design21 , indicated
that 84 participants would be sufﬁcient to detect a signiﬁcant (condition X time) interaction effect with a power of .96 and an alpha
of .05. After contacting the head coaches of 16 Belgian competitive basketball teams, eight head coaches agreed to participate. The
main reason for non-participation was the requisite time investment. The eight participating teams belonged to eight different
clubs, ruling out contamination effects. All participating teams
played at the national competitive level (i.e., third highest league
in Belgium). The athletes (N = 96) were on average 25.90 years old
(SD = 5.84) and had played for 7.92 years (SD = 5.99) for their current
team. Five athletes dropped out during the study (e.g., because of a
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Table 1
Means, standard deviations, and correlations between all the included variables. Cronbach’s alphas are presented in italics on the diagonal.

1. T1 Identity leadership
2. T2 Identity leadership
3. T1 Team identiﬁcation
4. T2 Team identiﬁcation
5. T1 Intrinsic motivation
6. T2 Intrinsic motivation
7. T1 Goal commitment
8. T2 Goal commitment
9. T1 Team conﬁdence
10. T2 Team conﬁdence
11. T1 Burnout
12. T2 Burnout
13. T1 Self assessed health
14. T2 Self assessed health
15. T1 Performance
16. T2 Performance

M

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

5.44
5.54
5.46
5.52
6.52
6.35
5.84
5.48
5.27
5.17
2.77
2.90
5.18
5.31
6.74
7.09

.71
.82
.81
1.02
.72
.87
.89
.94
.84
.89
.94
1.10
1.02
.97
1.56
1.88

(.92)
.48***
.56***
.47***
.24*
.26*
.34**
.29*
.48***
.44***
-.29**
-.28*
.05
.36**
.26*
.14

(.96)
.45***
.72***
.11
.46***
.04
.39***
.49***
.69***
-.30**
-.32**
.02
.37**
.22
.13

(.87)
.69***
.17
.37**
.14
.13
.46***
.39**
-.24*
-.21
-.02
.23*
.34**
-.12

(.94)
.09
.37**
.01
.27*
.46***
.56***
-.24*
-.26*
-.03
.40***
.28*
.01

(.78)
.30**
.17
.17
.23*
.02
-.54***
-.26*
.40***
.28*
.20
.19

(.73)
-.09
.42***
.20
.18
-.32**
-.50***
.07
.44***
.24*
.24

(.79)
.46***
.09
.08
-.33**
-.28*
.22*
.28*
-.10
.07

(.75)
.18
.25*
-.39**
-.52***
.11
.20
.16
.35**

(.84)
.60***
-.28**
-.17
.18
.21
.45***
.22

(.85)
-.19
-.21
-.01
.28**
.22
-.12

(.90)
.63***
-.51***
-.35**
-.12
-.23

(.93)
-.40***
-.50***
-.22
-.12

(.71)
.51***
-.09
-.02

(.79)
-.07
.04

a

.22

16

a

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001. a As ‘Performance’ was a single-item question, no Cronbach’s alpha could be calculated.

long-term injury). Team sizes ranged from 10 to 15 athletes (M = 12,
SD = 1.55).
When contacting the coaches, we informed them that the study
included an intervention and provided them with the required
timing for the sessions. If the coach agreed to participate for the
complete data collection and intervention, that team was assigned
to the intervention group (i.e., four teams). If not, we asked the
coach whether he was willing to have the team only complete the
data collection, resulting in a comparison group also consisting
of four teams. We gathered data by administering questionnaires
at two points in time. The ﬁrst round of data collection (T1) took
place in December, three to four months after the start of the
competitive season. Immediately after the ﬁrst phase of data
collection, the intervention group participated in the 5R Shared
Leadership Program (5RS ) while the comparison group received no
intervention. Data were collected from both groups a second time
(T2) ﬁve months later, at the end of the competitive season. All
participants participated voluntarily in the study and were assured
that their data would be treated conﬁdentially. The research was
approved by the ethical committee of the ﬁrst author’s university
(G-2017 11 996).
With respect to the intervention, we divided the ﬁrst four phases
of the 5RS Program into two sessions. The ﬁrst session consisted of
the research confederate guiding the team through the ﬁrst two
phases of 5RS (i.e., Readying and Reﬂecting), while the second session consisted of the Representing and the Realizing phase (for
more information on the content of the phases, see Refs. 6,7 ). As
the ﬁnal ‘Reporting’ phase is an evaluation phase that was meant
to be completed two months after the previous phases, we combined this phase with the second phase of data collection. The
ﬁrst two sessions were completed during a practice session of the
team. Depending on the availability of the teams and their training
schedule, we tried to deliver these two interventions within the
maximal time frame of two weeks. A research confederate with a
strong theoretical background in the underpinning literature that
informs the 5RS program led each session. The 5RS program adopts
a bottom-up approach by encouraging the appointed athlete leaders to coordinate small-group brainstorm discussions during each
session, thereby ensuring that all team members take part in the
program. After these two workshops with the team, the research
confederate followed up by contacting the coach by phone every
two to three weeks. This follow-up was an informal conversation,
aiming to check on the progress of the team and to remind the
coach of the previously presented guidelines. During this process,
no coaches dropped out.
With respect to the measures included in this study, participants rated their agreement with the listed statements on scales

ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree) for all
the constructs described below (with exception of the health and
performance measures). The internal consistencies of each of the
scales are reported in Table 1 on the diagonal.
With respect to identity leadership, the 15-item Identity Leadership Inventory22 was used to assess the extent to which
leaders were perceived to represent, create, advance, and embed
a sense of shared social identity in their teams (e.g., “The
leaders within my team embody what the team stands for”).
As we were interested in the overarching concept of identity
leadership, we used a composite score rather than the four subscales.
Team identiﬁcation was assessed using a 12-item measure
developed by Bruner et al. 23 who adapted the 12 identiﬁcation
items of three-factor model of social identity from Cameron24 to be
used in sporting contexts. A sample item is “I have a lot in common
with other members of this team.” Similar to identity leadership, we
were interested in the overarching concept of team identiﬁcation
and thus used the composite score.
Intrinsic motivation was assessed using the relevant subscale
of the Behavioral Regulation in Sport Questionnaire.25 We chose
to include only this subscale because intrinsic motivation represents the hallmark of volitional functioning26,27 and to ensure
that the questionnaire would not become too long for athletes
to remain focused. This subscale consisted of two items: “I play
basketball because it is fun” and “I play basketball because I like
it”.
The ﬁve-item scale suggested by Klein, Wesson, Hollenbeck,
et al.28 assessed participants’ commitment to the team’s goals (e.g.,
“I am strongly committed to pursuing our team’s goals”).
Team conﬁdence was assessed by the Collective Efﬁcacy Questionnaire for Sports (CEQS29 ), including the ﬁve items that loaded
most highly on each subscale: ability, effort, unity, persistence, and
preparation (e.g., “My team has the ability to demonstrate a strong
work ethic”).
As a measure of performance, athletes indicated their team’s
performance during the previous month on an 11-point Likert scale
ranging from 0 (very poor) to 10 (very good) at both T1 and T2.
Burnout was assessed by the 15-item Athlete Burnout Scale,30
an example item being “I feel physically exhausted from my sport
participation.”
Following the suggestion of Khan et al. 31 we assessed participants’ health using three items from the internationally-used
core module of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Health Related Quality of Life Measure. After reading the
stem “Since the start of the season, how would you describe
your. . .”, participants rated their “physical health”, “state of mind”,
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Table 2
The results of the multilevel regression modeling, including time as a level 1-predictor, condition as a level 2-predictor, and a level 3 random intercept. The table displays
interaction effects between the two conditions.
Intervention condition

Identity leadership of athlete leaders
Team identiﬁcation
Intrinsic motivation
Goal commitment
Team conﬁdence
Burnout
Self-assessed health
Team performance

Comparison condition

M (SD) (T1)

M (SD) (T2)

M (SD) (T1)

M (SD) (T2)

5.64 (.64)
5.75 (.77)
6.64 (.58)
5.80 (.80)
5.51 (.65)
2.60 (.91)
5.12 (1.20)
7.32 (.83)

5.96 (.62)
6.21 (.61)
6.71 (.49)
5.74 (.85)
5.42 (.86)
2.62 (1.11)
5.49 (.95)
7.78 (1.34)

5.25 (.73)
5.17 (.74)
6.40 (.83)
5.88 (.97)
5.03 (.95)
2.93 (.95)
5.25 (.81)
6.17 (1.89)

5.11 (.79)
4.83 (.88)
5.98 (1.00)
5.22 (.96)
4.93 (.87)
3.18 (1.02)
5.12 (.97)
6.43 (2.09)

Time × condition interaction (ˇ)

.50**
.76***
.59**
.65**
.02
.31
.62**
.00

Standard error (SE)

.17
.15
.19
.20
.18
.20
.30
.39

**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

and “energy levels” on scales from 1 (very bad) to 7 (very
good).
3. Results
The means, standard deviations, correlations, and Cronbach
alphas of all variables are presented in Table 1. As our data adopts
a 2 (experimental group vs. comparison group) X 2 (T1 vs. T2)
design, our main focus of analysis is the investigation of these 2 × 2
interaction effects. To account for the clustered nature of our data
(i.e., players belonging to teams) we conducted multilevel regression modelling. We included time as Level 1-predictor, condition
as Level 2-predictor, and a random intercept as Level 3-predictor
to control for biased results that can occur due to nesting of the
data. The results are presented in Table 2. The analysis revealed
a signiﬁcant interaction effect for perceptions of leaders’ identity
leadership. In line with H1, Fig. 1 shows that participation in the 5RS
program increased leaders’ ability to create a shared sense of ‘us’
within their team, an effect that was not observed in the comparison group. Furthermore, in contrast with the comparison group, the
5RS program strengthened players’ identiﬁcation with their team,
conﬁrming H2.
Support was found for H3a and H3b, as we found that participants in the 5RS program were able to maintain their levels of
intrinsic motivation (H3a) and commitment to team goals (H3b)
(i.e., a maintenance effect), while participants in the comparison group experienced a decrease in motivation and commitment
over the course of the season. In contrast to our expectations,
we observed no signiﬁcant interaction effect with respect to athletes’ team conﬁdence (H3c) and their subjective perceptions of
the team’s performance (H4). With respect to burnout (H5), the
data provided partial support; while a trend could be observed in

Fig. 1. Perceived identity leadership of athletes within the team, revealing a significant interaction effect between the 5RS intervention condition and the comparison
condition (ˇ = .50, SE = .17, p < 0.01).

line with our hypothesisa , in that players in the comparison group
seemed to experience an increase in burnout in the season, while
players’ burnout in the intervention group remained constant, the
interaction effect was not signiﬁcant (H5a). However, the results
indicated that participants who took part in the 5RS program felt
healthier than participants who did not (H5b). This ﬁnding also held
when investigating the three items individually (physical health:
ˇ = .71, p < 0.01; state of mind: ˇ = .58, p < 0.05; energy levels: ˇ = .48,
p < 0.05).
4. Discussion
The present study is the ﬁrst to provide an experimental test
of the effectiveness of the 5R Shared Leadership Program. In line
with the main hypotheses, the study found that 5RS successfully
improved the ability of athlete leaders to create and advance a
shared sense of ‘us’, which was reﬂected by an increase in the
perceived identity leadership skills and a strengthened team identiﬁcation in the intervention group, in contrast to the comparison
group. Furthermore, participation in the program inspired team
members to stay motivated and remain committed to common
team goals, while participants in the comparison group experienced a decline in their motivation and commitment over the
course of the season. Furthermore, the 5RS program was successful
in enhancing players’ feelings of well-being, compared to the comparison group. These ﬁndings are in line with previous research
outlining the beneﬁts of high-quality athlete leadership, both for
team functioning and well-being.2,15,32
However, some results of the present research were not in line
with our expectations. In contrast to previous research,14,16,33 our
ﬁndings did not provide any evidence for an enhanced team conﬁdence and team performance. A potential explanation for these
unexpected results is the difference in the design of the study.
More speciﬁcally, the relationship between high-quality athlete
leadership and both team conﬁdence and performance has primarily been demonstrated using experiments of shorter duration
(completed within an hour) and using experimental teams (instead
of actual teams). The design of the current study differed in two
ways; ﬁrst, the duration between the two measurement points was
about six months (instead of an hour), and second, we worked
with existing teams (instead of a more controlled experimental
design with newly-composed teams). Furthermore, the dynamic
nature of team conﬁdence34 might have caused variations in players’ conﬁdence in their team’s abilities that are unrelated to our 5RS
program (e.g., winning or losing a game, an injury of a star player,
the strength of the opponent teams, etc.). Similarly, these factors

a
Upon further investigation, T-tests revealed that the comparison group underwent a signiﬁcant increase in burnout throughout the season (t(35) = -2.07, p < 0.05)
whereas the intervention group experienced no signiﬁcant changes.
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could also have inﬂuenced athletes’ subjective perceptions of the
team’s performance. Future research should therefore use more frequent measures which are more controllable (e.g., effort) to provide
further insight into whether (and when) the 5RS program impacts
these outcomes.
Additionally, based on previous social cure research,18,35 we
expected that team members who identify strongly with their
team would also experience improved health and well-being. The
present research provided support for this hypothesis with respect
to athletes’ perceived health, but not with respect to their levels
of burnout (although a trend could be observed, such that burnout
signiﬁcantly increased in the comparison group but not in the intervention group).
An alternative explanation for these non-signiﬁcant ﬁndings
in team conﬁdence, subjective performance, and burnout can be
found in the lack of a follow-up upon completion of the program.
In the present study, the research confederate only worked with
the team for two workshops (in the ﬁrst two weeks), and was afterwards only in contact with the coach by phone. This limited amount
of contact with the team might have negatively inﬂuenced the
effectiveness of the program. A closer follow-up with the appointed
leaders and the players might have improved the intervention’s
effectiveness.
Additionally, we should note that the timing of the implementation of our 5RS program may not have been ideal. Because the teams
completed the program during the second half of the competitive
season, teams might have felt restricted in what they could achieve
before the end of the season. More speciﬁcally, athletes might have
already known that they (or other team members) would leave
the team next season. This might have negatively inﬂuenced their
motivation to participate in an intervention program that aimed
to create and strengthen the team’s identity as well as to implement goals to improve the team’s functioning. Future studies that
implement the 5RS program in the ﬁrst half of the season could
provide more insight in whether the adopted timing impacts its
effectiveness.
Reﬂecting on the strengths of the present research, a primary
strength is its experimental design (intervention vs comparison
condition). By including a comparison group, we were able to
clearly identify the unique impact of the 5RS program in this study.
Furthermore, by working with actual basketball teams during
the competitive season, we could test the intervention effectiveness in a real-world setting. A second strength is that instead
of working with the team captain only, we use social network
analysis to identify the best leaders in the team on four different leadership roles (i.e., task, motivational, social, and external
leader). Third, 5RS involves all team members in its different
workshops, so that leaders and followers work actively together
towards a shared team identity. While in other programs leaders are often developed independent of the context and the team
that they are expected to lead, this approach takes into consideration the collective environment in which leadership plays
out.36
Besides these strengths, also some limitations should be noted.
An important limitation of our study is the self-selection procedure for including coaches in the intervention group (i.e., the fact
that this was dependent on their willingness to participate). However, one could also argue that because the participating coaches
were more open to the idea of shared leadership and team identiﬁcation, they might already have been attuned to these aspects,
thereby limiting room for improvement. This assumption is indeed
reﬂected by the fact that at T1 the teams in the intervention
condition reported signiﬁcantly higher levels of identity leadership (t = 2.69, p < 0.01) than teams in the comparison condition,
as well as stronger team identiﬁcation (t = 3.67, p < 0.001). Furthermore, the teams in the intervention condition showed higher

baseline values than teams in the comparison condition with
respect to team conﬁdence (t = 2.83, p < 0.01) and subjective performance (t = 3.61, p < 0.01). These higher baseline values in the
intervention condition possibly contributed to the fact that we
did not observe signiﬁcant changes in these measures as further improvement within these teams might have been more
challengingb . Nevertheless, it is worth noting that in contrast to the
coaches, the players (who were the key interest of this study and
who completed the questionnaires), did not self-select into 5RS ,
thereby limiting the impact of coaches’ self-selection bias on the
results.
A second limitation of the study is that, due to the large time
investment the 5RS program required, we tracked eight teams (of
which only four teams participated in 5RS ). Future researchers
could validate the reliability and generalizability of our ﬁndings
by examining the intervention in a larger number of teams and in
different settings (other sports, youth level, different contexts such
as walking or ﬁtness groups).
Based on the present study and previous research ﬁndings that
demonstrate the beneﬁts of high-quality athlete leadership,2,19,32
coaches might be well advised to introduce shared leadership
structures into their teams. This will not only beneﬁt the team’s
functioning and the wellbeing of its members, but also the leadership status of the coach. In fact, Fransen et al.37 recently
demonstrated that coaches who empower players in their team
to lead are perceived as better coaches than those who choose to
lead alone in a hierarchical top-down fashion.
Furthermore, by encouraging their athlete leaders to engage in
identity leadership, coaches can promote the creation and strengthening of a shared team identity. This will in turn help athletes to
remain intrinsically motivated and committed to the team’s goals
until the end of the competitive season. Also, in light of the increasing concern about athletes’ well-being, the present study provides
some preliminary insights into how fostering identity leadership
within a group, and creating a stronger social identity, can nurture
athletes’ health.
These ﬁndings point to the importance of further research
designed to test and optimize the 5RS program. More speciﬁcally,
future researchers should consider the best timing to implement
the 5RS program, organize more and better follow-up sessions
afterwards, and try to replicate these ﬁndings in different settings.
5. Conclusion
The present study provides evidence of the effectiveness of the
5R Shared Leadership program. Results revealed that the 5RS program has the ability to strengthen the capacity of leaders to create
a shared sense of social identity (a sense of ‘us-ness’) within their
team. Additionally, the program helped team members to remain
motivated and committed to the team goals and improved their
health and well-being. In conclusion, the present study provides
encouraging evidence that it is possible to improve team functioning through a program that promotes identity leadership and
thereby helps leaders to follow Peter Drucker’s advice and “think
we”, not just “I”.

b
We conducted a sensitivity analysis to investigate whether baseline differences
might have inﬂuenced our results. For this purpose, we performed a repeated measures analysis including the respective T1 variable as a covariate. These analyses
conﬁrmed all our previous ﬁndings: signiﬁcant (time × group) interaction effects for
athlete leaders’ identity leadership, athletes’ team identiﬁcation, intrinsic motivation, goal commitment, and well-being. Moreover, in line with our previous ﬁndings,
no signiﬁcant interaction effect was found for team conﬁdence, burnout, and performance.
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