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In contrast to research on leadership of the coach, athlete 

leadership has only received limited research attention. In this 

study, we extend the current research knowledge on athlete 

leadership on two points. First, we want to extend the previous 

categorization of athlete leadership roles (Loughead, Hardy, & 

Eys, 2006) and examine the leaders’ characteristics. Second, we 

will explore the role of the team captain in more detail. 

Reference: Loughead, T. M., Hardy, J., & Eys, M. A. (2006). The nature of athlete  

   leadership. Journal of Sport Behavior, 29, 142-158.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Introduction  

 

  4 different leadership roles: 

1. Task leader: helps in tactical decision making, gives his teammates tactical advice  

2. Motivational leader on the field: greatest motivator on the field, encourages his teammates 

3. Social leader outside the field: cares for a good atmosphere within the team outside the field 

4. External leader: the representative of the team towards people outside the team 

  Scale to measure leadership characteristics = RELATIVE scale within the team 

               e.g. Age; Compared to my teammates this person is …. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Methods 

Soccer 
(589) 

Basketball 
(1959) 

Volleyball 
(1287) 

Handball 
(116) 

Korfball 
(118) 

Hockey 
(127) 

Icehockey 
(72) 

Rugby 
(84) 

Waterpolo 
(99) 

4451 participants; 3193 players & 1258 coaches 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants 

Social leader outside the field External leader 

Results Characteristics of the different athlete leaders The role of the team captain 

Conclusions 

-3 

the youngest  

of my team 

      +3 

the oldest  

of my team 

0 

the average 

of my team 

# leadership roles of the team captain 

0 roles 
(44%) 

1 role 
(37%) 

2 roles 
(15%) 

3 roles 
(4%) 

4 roles 
(1%) 

CAPTAIN 

32% 25% 

16% 10% 

Which leadership role? 
Motivational leader on the field 

- Communicates the most, even when the team  

 is performing badly 

- Radiates the most self-confidence on the field 

- Most capable of inducing a turning over when  

 the team is behind 

- Best player 

- Starter in game 

- Most playing time 

- Most years of experience 

- Played on the highest level 

 

Task leader 

- Most influence on the collective efficacy of  

 his teammates 

- Most optimistic  

- Most enthusiastic, even when the team is 

 performing badly 

- Most expression of collective efficacy, even  

 when the team is behind 

- Exerts most effort on the field (training/game) 

- Cheers the most 

 

- Exerts most effort outside the field  

- The oldest player 

 

 

- Socially best accepted by his  

 teammates 

- Exerts most effort outside the field 

Sport 

Characteristics in red font: correlation between characteristic and the perceived quality of the given leader exceeds .20  
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In many teams the function 

of team captain is only a 

formal role. Other players 

within the team take the lead 

both on and off the field. 

The motivational and the task 
leader are perceived as the 
most important leaders and 
might be crucial for an 
optimal team performance. 

No significant difference between different sports and levels! 

These findings question the 

selection criteria used to 

assign the function of team 

captain.  

Coaches should pay more 
attention to identify and 
improve the leadership 
qualities of their captain and 
other leaders in the team! 
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