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Leadership is essential for the development of athletes, team culture, and performance in sport. 

Behaviors and interactions with athletes positively impact motivation, satisfaction, cohesion, and 

competitive results by good sport leaders. Leveraging the concepts presented in Chapter 6 on 

leadership in sport, this paper investigates the specific leadership style and effect of a high school 

football coach, the effectiveness of his leadership behaviors in terms of impacting athlete and 

team performance, suggests ways to improve, as well as personal leadership preferences. 

Part I: The Leadership Context 

The sport leader chosen for the current analysis is a high school varsity football head coach on an 

interscholastic level. The team competes in a competitive public school athletics district that has 

high expectations regarding performance, but also focuses on athlete development and character 

education.  

The coach is responsible for organization of practices, developing game strategies, managing 

assistant coaches, and for developing athletes in terms of both sports development as well as for 

personal well being. The mentor and authority figure, responsible for discipline, encouragement, 

and team culture is the coach apart from his tactical duties.  

Athletes run the team from freshmen to senior with a mix of skill/level of experience and athletic 

ability on the team of around 45 players. Many athletes are still growing up physically and 

emotionally, meaning leadership style is particularly important. When considering the successful 



working as a team, not just the players, but communication, faith in team management, and a 

shared responsibility, is vital. 

PART II: THE Analysis of Leader Styles 

Sporting leadership behaviors can be divided into autocratic, democratic, social support, and 

positive feedback leadership styles. The coach applies both autocratic rule and democracy, with 

the first one of these supported by the second for social support and positive feedback.  

Autocratic Leadership  

The coach often plays a lot of the deciding of practice structure, game strategy and player roles 

without the athlete input. For example:​

-​  Schedules for rehearsals and drills are set and not much athlete talk done.  

-​  They assign positions to only coaching staff based on performance reviews, with all 

positional assignments determined exclusively by coaches. 

-​ Adjustments are made on the fly in games, and you’re expected to go through the process 

to comply immediately.  

In football this is particularly common, and is based on the need for fast transitions, time 

pressure and authority on the pitch during competition. 

Social Support 

The coach has some control but great concern about the well-being of the athlete. Examples 

include:​

-​ Following an athlete's academic progress and prompting them to succeed in the 

classroom.  

-​ Holding one on one conversations with players who are facing challenging times in life.  



-​ Making Team Building things to promote relationships. Such actions show compassion, 

not just as a goal from performance points. 

Positive Feedback 

You should work hard, and you can all practice. Examples include:​

-​ Publicly praising athletes for good performance in practice. 

-​ Point out players who show improvement in film review sessions.  

-​ Acknowledging non-star athletes that exhibit discipline and collaboration.  

That’s where positive reinforcement comes in,  giving athletes a way to associate effort with 

accolades and growth. 

Part III: Leadership Effectiveness​

Athlete and collective results are heavily shaped by the leader’s behavior. 

Athlete Motivation 

The autocratic structure brings clarity and lessens uncertainty and, therefore, promotes the 

motivation to engage in activities. Players get clarity of what is expected and what roles exist, 

freeing them up to focus on executing on performance. Positive feedback also boosts intrinsic 

motivation as it incentivizes effort rather than outcome alone. 

Satisfaction and Confidence 

Athletes benefit from social support behaviors, as athletes see themselves and their contributions 

as valuable individuals. Players feel more confident when someone encourages them and offers 

them personal attention, especially the younger or less experienced athletes. 

Team Cohesion 

Both task cohesion and social cohesion are advanced when structure + support are balanced. 

Good leaders create expectations and supportive interactions help form bonds between 



individuals. The acts of team-bonding also promote teamwork and enhance the trust of 

teammates. 

Performance Outcomes 

Leaders will provide organized expectations. There's evidence the team is doing better: fewer 

behavioral problems, more disciplined performance and better consistency in competition. But 

less athlete input may impede team creativity and player leadership development. 

Part IV: How to Improve 

The coach appears competent as a whole but he could be more effective with the following 

additional strategies as described in Chapter 6. 

Strategy 1: Expand opportunities for Democratic Leadership 

Introducing democratic behaviors, like encouraging athlete input in leadership meetings or 

practice planning, may help develop athlete ownership and decision making skills. A team 

captain, say, could help determine a weekly team goal or propose drill variations. Democratic 

leaders, research shows, strengthen athlete autonomy and commitment.  

Strategy 2: Forming Athlete Leadership Roles 

The coach could consciously teach team leaders to model accountability and good 

communication. We can also assign captains leadership roles in warm ups or small group drills to 

support team captains to help build shared leadership and encourage social accountability, 

leading to shared leadership amongst players. This ties into athlete centred leadership models 

that reinforce cohesion and confidence. 

 



Part V: Reflection 

For me, I respond well to a leadership style that offers order with a lot of space and 

encouragement. Leaders who clearly articulate expectations and display authenticity in their 

work create an environment in which effort and improvement become worth it. 

This preference formulates my understanding that I should seek leadership as a combination, but 

not a single style. Autocratic leadership, purely, generates discipline but can hamper athlete 

development, and democratic leadership reduces efficiency. The best leaders modify behavior 

according to the athlete’s needs, competitiveness and development goals. And sport leadership 

ultimately is about finding ways to lead athletes to the next level in their playing and also to 

enhance confidence, responsibility and personal growth. 
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