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codes from Rose’s practice include: encouragement, positivity, hustle, communication, coaching, 

and grit. These and others are depicted in Figure 33 below, with the most common codes 

appearing as the largest in the word cloud and subsequently less frequent codes demonstrated in 

smaller font. 

Figure 33 

Women’s Basketball Observation Codes 

 

 

Xander: The Positive One  
 

Xander, 20, is a senior finance major from Melbourne, Australia and a member of the 

men’s tennis team alongside, Kevin, another participant in this study One of five siblings, 

Xander started playing tennis at the age of five. He redshirted his first year at his university and 

in his first season of competition for his university he did not play as much as he hoped. He 
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refers to this as a good learning experience that led to a different strategy for the following 

season, half of which was cancelled due to COVID.  

He describes himself as a hard-worker and as someone who leads his teammates by 

example. For Xander, leading by example means to work hard and do the extra things on and off 

the court--giving 100% at practice, participating in extra training sessions, eating well, preparing 

for practice, and getting a good night’s sleep. 

Xander participated in a tennis club as a young child and encountered a young coach who 

he trained with in his early years of play. This coach made a significant impact on Xander 

because of his dedication, positivity, and belief which Xander tries to model now: 

I’ve always been someone to try and lead by example rather than to boss people around 

or be really verbal. I definitely do obviously speak when I need to. More so than bossing 

people around I’ll try and work hard and lead by example and if you are in the position 

to lead people will be watching and will get on board with that. (Xander) 

 For the photo-elicited portion of the interview, Xander chose a picture of a leadership 

program to describe his leadership journey (Figure 34). 

Figure 34 

Photo Elicitation: Xander 

 

Participant provided photograph.  
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The image depicts approximately 100 people sitting in an event space at round tables of 

eight. The tables all have paper on them the participants seem to have a white bag sitting next to 

their chairs. There is a man in a blue polo shirt walking around the room, seemingly facilitating 

the event. Xander describes this picture as being from a leadership program he participated in 

within his college. He chose the picture because he felt it represented his leadership through the 

experience and knowledge he has gained over the years. Through this particular program Xander 

was assigned a mentor. He felt the mentorship aspect of the program was a good representation 

of the importance of building relationships and being able to communicate with people of 

different backgrounds within his sport. Specifically Xander highlights the diversity of his tennis 

team and there various countries of origin:  

I wouldn’t have ever come in contact with these guys if it wasn’t through college tennis. 

It really does bring people in from really different backgrounds… I find it’s not too 

difficult to connect with them because we are all quite similar and different, but we do 

have tennis in common. (Xander) 

Xander defines leadership as “being in a position where you can influence people, 

hopefully positively. In general, to positively influence people” (Xander). His top leadership 

values and behaviors are: work ethic, inspiring, positivity, resilience, bringing people together. 

He suggests that leadership is important in sport because “it’s not going to work if everyone’s 

doing their own thing. You have to come together as a team and generally you need someone to 

lead you to do that” (Xander). Xander thinks this leadership can come from anywhere on the 

team: 

The seniors are really looked at as leaders, but I still think younger people can be. 

Particularly in leading by example and stuff. Like, if someone comes in and is working 



165 
 

really, really hard, the nature of a team, you don’t really want your spot taken away so if 

someone’s working really hard, you’re thinking ‘I don’t want to get behind here so I’m 

going to work just as hard if not harder.’ So, I think a younger person still can lead. 

(Xander) 

Xander describes his team culture as very close and that his team would define a leader as 

someone who is a motivation as well as an example. Xander also emphasizes the importance of 

self-awareness and authenticity in sport “If you are being yourself on the court, I think you’ll 

play better. If you’re trying to be someone else while trying to play your best tennis, I don’t think 

that’s going to help you” (Xander). When I asked Xander what I could expect to see at a team 

practice he said I would see players working hard, motivating each other, and shouting ‘Lets Go 

Tigers’ and “Go Boys!” That encouragement was evident throughout the entire practice I 

observed, even with a few “That’s good tennis!” thrown in for good measure.  

When I arrived at the team practice, I learned it was one of their last practices of the 

semester. NCAA practices would end, but the coach shared with me that the men would still 

practice on their own, informally, in the off-season as a way to stay sharp. The focus of the 

practice was on partnership, and the team had a visiting coach who gave a bit of a pep-talk at the 

beginning of the practice, sharing that the goal for the day is to build upon a partnership in 

preparation for doubles play. The two participants in this study from the tennis team, Xander and 

Kevin, happened to be paired together.  

There was a lot of attention paid to rhythm, momentum, breathing, and focus with 

audible grunts at every swing. The players emphasized consistency and technique and despite 

their focus they still found time to connect with one another and with their coach. Xander looked 

happy, joyful even, throughout the entire practice. While he remained attentive to the task at 
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hand and never wavered, he did so with a smile on his face--I described Xander in my research 

observation journal as “less assuming, but always smiling and seemed to be having the time of 

his life just playing tennis with his pals.” At various intervals the players would stop for a break 

and review recorded games on a laptop and discuss technique with the visiting coach. All the 

while, they seemed completely at ease with one another and with the coach. As I shared 

previously, I later learned that most of them also live together in addition to playing and 

practicing together, including my two tennis participants who happened to also be roommates. 

I left this practice with an appreciation and a reminder of the joy that can be found in 

sport. Oftentimes this joy can get overlooked in the hustle and bustle of collegiate athletics, but it 

shined true in its purest form in this practice--a place where, if I am being honest, I was least 

expecting to find it. As I noted in my journals, “This is a high functioning team, built on trust 

and belief, honesty, ownership focus and discipline, but the under rooting foundational principle 

seems to be joy for their craft” (Parish, Research Observation Journals, 2020). 

The most frequent codes gathered from the tennis practice observation include self-

awareness, encouragement, positivity, coaching, strategy, joy, and feedback. These and others 

are depicted in Figure 35 below, with the most common codes appearing as the largest in the 

word cloud and subsequently less frequent codes demonstrated in smaller font. 
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Figure 35 

Tennis Observation Practice Codes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



168 
 

Table 10 

Most Important Leadership Values and Behaviors 

Beatrice communication, resilience, role modeling, encouraging and inspiring others, 
managing conflict 

Blake attitude, loyalty, strategic, accountable, confidence 
 

Carter communication, self-awareness, building relationships, resilience, integrity 
 

Eleanor commitment, common purpose, authenticity, assessing the environment, 
positivity  

Gary affirmation, motivation, communication, relationships, empathy 
 

Jasmine dedication, determination, resilience, assessing the group, keeping others in a 
good head space. 

Jenny strategic thinking, resiliency, hard work, empathy, commitment 
 

Jordan brotherhood, communication, trust, resilience, common purpose 
 

Kevin hard work, positivity, brotherhood, empathy, trust 
 

Maddy integrity, passion, dedication, developing relationships, self-control 
 

Rose grit, decisiveness, confidence, empathy, communication 
 

Xander work ethic, inspiring, positivity, resilience, bringing people together 
 

 

Findings 
 

The findings of this study illuminate that collegiate student athletes do not experience 

leadership in staged, scaffolded ways. Their leadership experiences do not align with current 

models of leadership that are staged and scaffolded (Komives et al., 2005); instead, they 

experience leadership through a specific set of leadership values and behaviors that are uniquely 

and collectively cultivated in the context of sport. Additionally, this study found that the 

common leadership values of collegiate athletes are self-awareness, meaningful relationships, 

selfless commitment, growth mindset and competitive purpose. These are practiced through the 
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leadership behaviors of student athlete integrity, modeling, influence, communication, trust, 

unity, sacrifice, resilience, work ethic, and discipline. 

These findings were constructed from the robust data analysis of interview data, photo 

elicitation data, and practice observation data, outlined in Chapter 3. The themes and subthemes 

that emerged from this research are outlined below and answer the research questions: “What are 

the staged, scaffolded leadership identity development experiences of collegiate student 

athletes?” And, “What are the common leadership values and behaviors of collegiate student 

athletes and how are they practiced?” 

Staged, Scaffolded Leadership Experiences 
 

This study found that as it relates to student athlete leadership identity development, there is 

no common sequencing, staging or scaffolding of how these leadership experiences unfold. This 

specifically addresses the research question: “What are the staged, scaffolded leadership identity 

development experiences of collegiate student athletes?” In short, there are none, and existing 

models, like the LID Model, that represent sequential leadership stages and experiences of 

collegiate students are not a good fit for the experiences of student athlete leaders. Each of the 

participants in this study identified moments of leadership growth which they would attribute to 

specific experiences in their sport. These experiences ranged from playing for national teams, to 

being mentored by a coach or older player, to parental influences within their sport, to being a 

part of a high functioning and sometimes low functioning team, however, these moments did not 

occur in a linear way. Rather, their unique leadership experiences in sport cultivated an 

appreciation for specific leadership values and behaviors including self-awareness, meaningful 

relationships, selfless commitment, competitive purpose, and growth mindset. These are shared 

in greater detail in the next section.  
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Using the Leadership Identity Development Model (LID) as part of my theoretical 

framework for the intensive interviews conducted as part of this study, participants were asked to 

reflect upon the specific times, ages, and experiences in which they actualized each phase of the 

LID model. As part of this process, the participants consistently illuminated that they had 

experienced most of the LID Model stages prior to college. In fact, out of 72 potential stages that 

could be experienced in college, via a Leadership Identity Development Model predicated upon 

the collegiate leadership experience, only 14 unique stages were experienced in college across 

the 12 participants. Every participant agreed to having already experienced every stage at some 

point, mostly prior to college, and many participants experienced the stages out of order. This is 

demonstrated in Table 11 and detailed in the section that follows.  

Table 11 

Leadership Identity Development Stages and Experiences 

 

 Specifically, Beatrice experienced LID stages 1-3, non-sequentially, and in preschool and 

elementary school. She began her sport at the age of three. She references experiencing Stage 1: 

Awareness and Stage 3: Leader Identified in relation to the roles her parents played in her life. 

She experienced Stage 2: Exploration and Engagement in the context of her sport, but at a young 

age; whereas Stages 4-6 were also experienced in the context of her sport, but in high school 
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(stage 4), middle school (Stage 5) and her freshman year of college (Stage 6), again – 

nonsequential. Only one of Beatrice’s LID stages was experienced during college.  

 Blake experienced all of his LID stages in a nonsequential way, starting first with Stages 

1 and 3 in little league, Stage 2 in Middle School, and Stage 4 in college. Blake experienced 

Stage 5 in Middle School and Stage 6 in High School. Only one of Blake’s 6 LID stages was 

actualized in college. Blake began playing competitive sports at the age of four, in little league.  

 Carter experienced all six of the LID stages sequentially and prior to college. She began 

playing her sport at the age of seven. She recalls experiencing the first two stages, awareness and 

exploration, when she was eight years old. She experienced Stage 3 in middle school, and the 

remaining three stages in high school, all prior to coming to college.  

 Eleanor started playing her sport at the age of four and experienced the first five stages of 

the LID Model sequentially in high school, with the sixth stage: Integration and Synthesis 

occurring in the transition between high school and college.  

 Gary started playing his sport at the age of nine under the coaching of his father. He 

experienced LID Stages 1 and 3 during Middle School and identifies his father as being part of 

those experiences. He experienced Stage 2 in High School, Stage 4 his freshman year of college, 

Stage 5 his senior year of high school, and Stage 6 his junior year of college. He did not 

experience these leadership stages in a sequential way. 

Jasmine started playing her sport at the age of 13. She experienced the first two LID stages 

around that time, in Middle School. She experienced Stages 3 and 5 in High School and Stages 4 

and 6 in college. She did not experience these leadership stages sequentially.  

Jenny started playing her sport at the age of 16 and was the latest “starter” of a sport in this 

study. She experienced LID Stages 1, 3, and 4 while playing on her Junior College team before 
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transferring to her current university. She experienced LID Stage 2 in high school while serving 

as her team captain, and she experienced LID Stages 5 and 6 when she first started playing 

basketball at the age of 16. All of Jenny’s stages were experienced through the context of sport, 

but non-sequentially.  

Jordan started playing his sport at the age of 11. He experienced the first two LID stages in 

elementary school – Stage 1 as a “follow the leader” exercise and Stage 2 in deciding he wanted 

to play basketball. He experienced Stage 3 in middle school in observing his parents’ leadership. 

He experienced Stages 4 and 6 in high school and Stage 5 at the age of 11 when he started to 

competitively play his sport. Jordan’s experiences were not sequential, but many involved the 

context of sport.  

 Kevin started playing his sport at the age of four. He experienced Stages 1 and 3 in 

elementary school, Stages 2 and 5 in High School and Stages 4 and 6 in college, completely non-

sequentially but all in the context of sport -- through coaches, captains, or teammates.  

 Maddy started playing her sport at the age of nine. She experienced Stages 1-3 in Middle 

School, Stages 4 and 6 in her freshman year of college, and Stage 5 in high school. Her first 

recollection of experiencing meaningful leadership was with a middle school coach who 

approached her in the sixth grade and took her under her wing. Maddy later went on to play for 

that coach’s alma mater. 

Rose started playing her sport at the age of ten. Her LID experiences were not sequential, but 

all revolved around sport. She experienced LID Stage 1 while watching the WNBA. She 

experienced Stages 2 and 3 in high school, and Stages 4-6 in middle school, all during her 8th 

grade year. This was the year Rose started playing for her Provincial team- a time when she met 
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a leader who made a significant impact on her, and she started to cultivate her own work ethic, 

ability to model leadership for others, and her own leadership style.  

Xander started playing his sport at the age of five. He experienced LID Stages 1-5 at the ages 

of 11 and 12. These stages were formatively shaped by a role model who greatly influenced 

Xander’s leadership and sport experiences, and his own experience in serving as a team captain 

at the age of 12. Xander experienced Stage 6 when he first came to college. Xander’s leadership 

staging was largely sequential and all in the context of his sport.  

While the LID model is often applied as a grounded theory to describe the staged leadership 

experiences of collegiate students, it does not accurately describe the leadership experiences of 

collegiate student athletes. By virtue of their many years spent in competitive team sports with 

positional leaders like coaches and captains, the stages of the LID model were moved through, in 

many cases, at a very young age by the participants in this study. When reflecting upon these 

staged experiences, many participants recalled memories at four or five years old, within their 

first sport teams or within their homes. For example, Jordan reflects on the first time he 

experienced LID Stage 1, Awareness:  

I think in elementary school, just starting off going to school, and teachers, when they have 

everyone line up to go out the class, maybe go to lunch or something, and they'll be like, 

‘Follow the leader,’ and the person in front is the leader, and they're just helping everyone 

get to the right destination. That was just like the basic, growing up as a child, that they 

instill in you for the rest of your life that… you trust that person enough to do the right thing. 

(Jordan) 

 All of the participants in the study had expressed having already experienced all six of the 

LID stages: Awareness, Exploration/Engagement, Leader Identified, Leadership Differentiated, 
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Generativity, and Integration/Synthesis -- leaving no room for them to further develop within the 

context of this particular model. Even within the sixth and final stage, integration and synthesis, 

only seven participants in this study experienced this stage as late as college. One of these 

participants exemplified the integration and synthesis stage as she described applying her 

leadership from college to her post-collegiate experiences: 

It's more than just playing. It's more than just winning. It's values and culture and just 

stepping up because softball's four to five years, I guess, but after that what are you 

going to get out of softball to carry on into the real world? That's what I've had to realize 

this year too, is after this year, there's no more softball and I'm going to have a real job. 

And yeah, it scares me because I don't know what I'm going to do, but the stuff I've 

learned and the leadership skills that I've learned through softball I know are going to 

help me. (Maddy)  

 Relevant to this study is the fact that while these stages were experienced many times 

prior to college, most of these stages were experienced within their sport, not necessarily in 

order, and often with the influence of an older figure in their lives including coaches, teammates, 

sibling, and parents as shared in the accounts above. As most of the participants acknowledged, 

and as the previous sections demonstrate, these were not linear experiences. Instead, the 

participants in this study illuminated that their leadership development was more foundationally 

based upon the leadership values they cultivated through leadership learning in sport. These 

values and behaviors, the participants shared, are learned through interactions and experiences 

with family, teammates, and coaches and are the foundational elements of their leadership as a 

student athlete. These values and behaviors are detailed as themes in the sections that follow and 

include the leadership values of self-awareness, meaningful relationships, selfless commitment, 
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competitive purpose, and growth mindset; and, the leadership behaviors of integrity, modeling, 

influence, communication, trust, unity, sacrifice, resilience, work ethic, and discipline.  

Specific to the third LID Stage: Leader Identified, this study also found that while 

athletic skill is certainly valued in collegiate athletics, it is not a guarantee that the most skilled 

athlete is also the most skilled, or identified leader: “There's no hierarchy…even if you're good. 

Even if you're not good…nobody's better than anyone. We're equal. Once you step on the field, 

once you step off… We're all one” (Beatrice). In fact, participants emphasized that leadership 

should be everyone’s business, and not only a coach or a captain’s job: “Good teams, coaches 

lead. Great teams, players lead. We say it all the time” (Blake). Participants often shared that 

leadership can be hard during freshman year with all of the other transitional challenges facing a 

student athlete, but also acknowledged that student athlete leadership was not specific to upper-

classmen, captains, or coaches. Leadership can happen anywhere on a team and at any class 

standing, on the bench, or on the field, injured or well: 

Like our coach has always said, on the greatest teams, everyone is a leader. It's not just 

one leader. You might have a captain or co-captain, but everyone on the team is a leader, 

and that's what makes them a team. So leadership shouldn't have to depend on age. 

(Jordan)  

Additionally this study found that student athlete leadership is experienced both as a 

position (Stage 1: Awareness) and as a process (Stage 4: Leadership Differentiated) and that 

these experiences can happen simultaneously, and not only in an early leadership learning stage 

that over time shifts to a more developed understanding. Student athlete leaders do not believe 

that leadership exists only among captains, coaches, or more seasoned teammates but they do 

describe leadership as both an individual (positional) and a team (process) experience. When 
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asked to describe leadership, most student athlete leaders in this study described traits of leaders 

and not acts of leadership. This is demonstrated in the participant leadership values and 

behaviors section presented earlier within this chapter. However, the same participants 

acknowledge that leadership and leaders can exist and occur anywhere on a team, and that on the 

best teams leadership is shared among all team members.  

This study also found in relation to the Awareness stage, that student athlete leadership is 

not dependent upon playing time or athletic skill, however, it is of note that all of this study’s 

participants are skilled enough to play for a Division 1 NCAA team, so the bar of athletic skill is 

already set fairly high at this level of competition. However, the participants in this study 

claimed that their team’s best players are not always their teams best leaders, or those with the 

most minutes clocked but that the true leaders on their teams are instead, those who commit to 

living and leading according to their values and the shared values of their team. These most 

commonly shared leadership values are expanded upon in the section that follows. 

Leadership Values and Behaviors of Student Athletes  

This study found that there are specific leadership values and behaviors that are foundational 

to the leadership development experiences of collegiate student athletes. These values and 

behaviors emerged from the five overarching themes and ten subthemes that were constructed 

from the data analysis. While some of these themes are not unusual in the context of leader or 

leadership development, they do represent a unique collection of leadership values and behaviors 

that more specifically define and describe the unique leadership experiences of collegiate student 

athletes. Furthermore, these themes are not collectively housed within an existing student 

leadership identity development model. The five themes are 1) self-awareness: the ability to 

know and lead yourself exceptionally well; 2) meaningful relationships: the ability to cultivate 
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and sustain meaningful, transformational relationships with teammates and coaches; 3) selfless 

commitment: the ability to remain resilient and selfless in your commitment to your sport;4) 

growth mindset: one’s ability to give and receive feedback and to strive to learn, grow, and 

evolve as an athlete and as a leader; and, lastly, 5) competitive purpose: the shared purpose of 

student athlete leaders to perform at their personal and team best with the goal of shared success, 

often framed as winning. While competition and purpose may be featured separately in some 

models (Cilente, 2009; George and Sims, 2007; Rath, 2009), the joining of the two adeptly 

describes a common experience among student athlete leaders who share a competitive purpose. 

This theme in particular is unique as it relates to student athlete leadership identity development 

as a foundational element within sport it’self. As one of the study participants plainly stated: 

“We will have like a common goal. We all want to compete and win… no one wants to lose, do 

they?” (Kevin).  

 The sub-themes that correlate with the overarching themes of this study include integrity, 

modeling, communication, influence, trust, unity, sacrifice, resilience, work ethic, and discipline. 

In the sections that follow, each theme and associated subthemes are further described as specific 

leadership values and behaviors using details from participant interviews, photo elicitation, and 

practice observations.  

Less relevant but notable findings related to COVID-19 and leadership challenges are 

also included below. While these do not necessarily contribute to the proposed model in Chapter 

5, they are still findings worthy of consideration for future research and practice.  
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Self-awareness 
 

I feel like sport actually has a way of bringing the best out of people, or letting them 

express themselves in many different ways…. a lot of people use sport as a way to show 

others a side that they can be, but they don't know how to bring it out. (Blake)  

 

 Self-awareness refers to the ability to know and lead yourself exceptionally well. Each 

participant in this study was able to share their own leadership style, leadership strengths, 

leadership values, and leadership contributions to their teams as described above in the section 

titled Participant Leadership Values, Behaviors, and Experiences. They know their own 

definition of leadership and are aware of how that definition impacts their experiences in sport. 

Some of the categories that coalesced to generate this leadership value and its embedded 

leadership behaviors include vulnerability, confidence, self-esteem, consciousness of self, 

authenticity, consistency, congruence, integrity, emotional awareness, communication, listening, 

encouragement, affirmation, giving and receiving feedback, motivation, leading by example, 

initiative, influence, support, energy, joy, charisma, presence, inspiration, engagement, passion, 

enthusiasm and optimism. These categories emerged from analyzing interview, photo elicitation, 

and observation data.  

In summary, self aware student athlete leaders know their strengths and areas of 

opportunity, use their authentic voice to show up consistently and confidently in all they do, act 

with integrity and in congruence with their individual and team values, provide clear and 

authentic communication, encouragement, and feedback, and serve as a role model or “lead by 

example” by offering motivation, support, influence and inspiration to teammates and 

community members. According to Eleanor, to be a student athlete leader “I think you got to kind 
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of know who you are and know what you are capable of.” Self-awareness is to know yourself, 

manage yourself, and lead yourself in a way that positively inspires, influences, and impacts 

others. The leadership behaviors associated with self-awareness: integrity, modeling, influence, 

and communication, are described below and provide rich descriptions of the leadership 

behaviors demonstrated by self aware student athlete leaders.  Each of these leadership behaviors 

were constructed as unique categories through the data analysis process and were reconstructed 

as part of the overarching leadership value of self-awareness because of their specific connection 

to the concept of knowing and leading one’s self exceptionally well. These behaviors are 

demonstrated and exhibited by self aware leaders through their individual actions.  

 Integrity. Participants indicated a need for student athlete leaders to “walk their talk” 

and put plainly, to do what they say they will do. Integrity also represents a student athlete 

leader’s ability to lead themselves honestly and authentically even when no one is watching, 

which the participants in this study indicated is oftentimes where leadership happens off of the 

court, field, or pitch. It is one’s commitment to being congruent and consistent and accountable 

to themselves and to their team. It is the ability to always strive to do what is honest, just, and 

true and to uphold one’s personal values despite pressures from coaches, teammates, or 

community members. The subtheme of integrity was constructed from categories developed in 

data analysis including honesty, consistency, congruence, and authenticity. 

If you don't have the integrity of doing little things right, and doing what you said you 

were going to do type of thing, then you have no right to lead other people. You can't ask 

them to do something you're not willing to do…because people pay attention. They 

notice. (Carter) 
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Integrity was observed in practices by participants taking ownership of missed plays, 

botched throws, or dropped balls: “There was a lot of ownership and self-awareness on behalf of 

the players who would frequently call out ‘my bad, my bad’ when they missed a serve or ‘sorry, 

sorry.’” (Parish, Practice Observation Journals, 2020) 

I think you have to be authentic. If you're a different person when you're leading the team 

than when you're off the field… I think that it could raise the question of are you doing 

that for the right reason. Everybody knows who you are on the team. So, if you're acting 

out of character…I think that could raise a couple questions around the team of like, 

"Why is she acting like that?" "Is she really being genuine about her leading us?" "Does 

she really buy in?" So, I think you got to kind of know who you are, and know what you 

are capable of. (Eleanor) 

While integrity is an integral part of a student athlete’s leadership, it is enhanced by one’s ability 

to model the behavior one wants to see in others, including modeling integrity. The leadership 

behavior of modeling is expanded upon through the following section.  

 Modeling. In every interview the phrase “lead by example” was referenced. Upon 

further investigation, participants described this as modeling the behavior one desires to see in 

others and the behavior that is reflective of their individual and team values. The leadership 

behavior of modeling was constructed from categories developed in data analysis including 

initiative, support, engagement, enthusiasm, passion, and optimism. Oftentimes modeling was 

described as arriving to practice early, putting in extra effort, being a positive role model and 

example for younger players and on behalf of the university, and doing the right things on and 

off the court: 
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Give 100% effort in everything you do, that's part of the leading by example quality, and 

little things like being on time. In our situation, when we enter the gym, we have our gear 

on little laundry loops, so for us, we have a responsibility of keeping our locker room 

area clean and making sure we put our dirty loops in the basket. So, it's just all the little 

things, just to make everyone else's job easier, and it shows that you're responsible, and 

responsibility is really one of the biggest characteristics about being a leader, because 

you hold a lot of responsibility at that position. (Jordan)  

Many of the participants in this study defined leadership using the concept of modeling: “the go-

to and somebody who acts as a good example” (Carter). 

 Participants in this study were often identified by coaches to model activities, strategies, 

or plays during practice. Rose was often asked by her coach to set up an offensive drill while 

other teammates looked on; Xander was often asked to model a serve or a racquet swing during 

tennis practice for his teammates; and, Jordan was often called to the center of the court to model 

a defensive play during practice. Similarly, participants in this study often modelled leadership 

behaviors at practices while other athletes looked on. Jasmine was the first to begin her workouts 

at practice, before a coach even arrived; Gary and Eleanor’s voices were always heard above 

others in their practice settings as they encouraged their teammates; and Beatrice demonstrated 

initiative by always picking up balls or resetting the field after practice. A student athlete leader’s 

ability to model leadership is directly tied to their influence as a team leader. The leadership 

behavior of influence is explored in the section that follows. 

 Influence. Closely related to modeling, but substantial enough to stand on its own is 

influence. Influence refers to a leader’s ability to actively inspire and motivate teammates. While 

modeling refers to one’s ability to lead and to do the right thing as an example for others to 
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follow, influence is the act of intentionally motivating and inspiring others to achieve their 

personal best. The leadership behavior of influence was constructed as a theme from categories 

developed in data analysis including motivation, inspiration, and presence. Influence is the 

ability to inspire change and improvement in others and to have an established leadership 

presence within your team: 

My biggest thing is just to be an influencer to everybody else any kind of way, whether it 

be on the field or off the field. I feel like if I can guide you in any direction, that's my 

biggest goal. I'm always ready to help. (Blake) 

My observations of Blake and many of the other athletes in practice settings further solidified the 

importance of influence as a salient leadership behavior: 

He (Blake) was focused. He was observant. He was connecting with players. It was 

obvious that he had a lot of influence on the field whatever he was doing, people were 

watching him. People were modeling what he was doing. (Parish, Research Observation 

Journals, 2020) 

Participants modeled influence in practice settings by motivating other teammates who were 

struggling or disconnected, and by having a strong and steady presence within their team. They 

did not complain, and they did not let their energy dwindle. Oftentimes these were the leaders 

that other players would look to for direction or inspiration, particularly in some of the more 

physically challenging practices.  

 When asked to define leadership, the definitions that many of the participants provided 

included some aspect of influence.  
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I would say still now being a record holder, I guess you could say, people tend to look up 

to you not only because of your success on the track but just how you carry yourself 

inside and outside of practice. (Jasmine) 

This finding was also supported by practice observations which revealed that influence does not 

always require a leader to be at the front, or to have a formal role: 

I think the important piece I saw in this practice that really stood out to me is how an 

impact leader or player can really be a significant influence on the field, and how that 

influence doesn't have to be speaking in front of a team of 80 players at once, that his 

influence was really felt and those one-on-one connections. (Parish, Research 

Observation Journals, 2020) 

As noted, influence does not require a student athlete leader to be the loudest or most outspoken 

teammate, however, a student athlete leader’s ability to effectively communicate is integral to 

their leadership experience. The leadership behavior of communication is explored in the section 

that follows.  

Communication. As a blanket term, “communication” was used frequently by the 

participants in this study as an example of one of the most critical leadership behaviors in sport. 

The leadership behavior of communication was constructed as a theme from categories 

developed in data analysis including listening, encouragement, affirmation, and feedback. 

Collectively, these categories emerged from nearly 200 communication related codes from 

interviews, photo elicitations, and practice observations. Over half of the participants in this 

study specified that communication was one of the most important aspects of leadership within 

sport. Specifically, they referenced the importance of communication during team play, practice, 
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and in those moments outside of competition where they are connecting formally and informally 

with coaches, teammates, and constituents.  

I try to communicate about what's going on and I try to set standards or expectations that 

we can be held accountable to. I don't like to leave anything to chance or leave it like 

people don't know what's expected of them. Because that's when things can go awry. 

(Carter) 

Communication includes verbal and non-verbal communication, encouraging and 

affirming communication, the ability to be the voice of the coaching staff during competition, 

and the ability to listen and take direction. Many of the participants actually identified as less 

vocal members of their team when sharing their leadership styles in their interviews, but still 

placed a high value on communication as a leadership action and voiced knowing when to speak 

up and when to step back as an act of leadership in itself.  

I'm not somebody who's really just out there all the time. I'm quiet most of the time. I feel 

like for me, being able to step out of comfort zone and maybe say something that 

somebody probably won't say I feel like is something. So, being vocal, I guess, is one of 

the things that I would say is important in being a leader. (Jenny) 

Participants shared the importance of communication as it relates to team synergy and 

performance: “relaying your thoughts to what's going on so that everybody knows what's 

happening.” (Carter) Participants also emphasized that communication is critical when it comes 

to being able to both give and receive feedback: 

“I'm going to be there. When you do something good, I'm going to tell you. When you do 

something bad, I'm going to very, very carefully criticize you, but while still motivating 

you in a positive way. (Gary)  
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Participants also acknowledged that communication is critical as it relates to 

communicating during the game itself: “being able to effectively communicate with them about 

what you see or what's going on on the court” (Jordan). The leadership behavior of 

communication is an excellent bridge to the next overarching value of meaningful relationships, 

as communication is what links an individual player to the other players on their team. These 

relationships and others are explored in the following sections. 

Meaningful Relationships 
 

“It's just knowing. It's just knowing your teammates, like a brother, like the back of your 

hand. You have to, especially in our sport, you have to know... You have to be able to 

trust each other. Especially being a defensive player, you have to be able to trust the man 

next to you, knowing he's going to go right and we all supposed to go right, go left, we go 

left, just doing his job in general.” (Blake) 

 

 Meaningful Relationships is the second overarching value and refers to the ability to 

cultivate and sustain meaningful relationships with teammates, coaches, and community 

members. It encompasses the values and behaviors needed to sustain deep, transformational 

relationships as well as the outputs of those relationships that result in a thriving team. Some of 

the categories that coalesced to generate this leadership value and its embedded leadership 

behaviors include team, collaboration, unity, trust, respect, empathy, culture, diversity, 

relationships, brotherhood, and sisterhood. Eleven out of 12 participants in this study indicated at 

least one of the aforementioned leadership values or behaviors related to cultivating meaningful 

relationships as most important for effective student athlete leadership development. 
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As all of the athletes in this study have been playing their sport for a majority of their 

lives, and on multiple teams, navigating coach and player relationships is a shared experience in 

sport. The ability to cultivate and sustain meaningful relationships creates the capacity for 

student athlete leaders to translate individual athletic success into a thriving, synergistic team 

with the capacity to reach their shared goals and team success, where student athlete leaders are 

not just winning for themselves, they are winning for their teammates: 

You still have to want it for yourself, but you should want something more. You should 

want it for the teammate to your left and the teammate to your right and know regardless 

if you fail, they're going to have your back. (Maddy) 

As one participant shared, “Whether you're an athlete or not, a good relationship will go 

a long way” (Blake). Meaningful relationships are the foundation of a strong team culture and 

can only be cultivated with intentionality and a spirit of collaboration, trust, and respect. This 

study found that creating and sustaining meaningful relationships is critical in team sports: “it's a 

team sport, you're going to have get on the same page as your teammates, and talk to them, and 

just know what needs to be done” (Rose).  Student athlete leaders are in the unique position and 

environmental context to find themselves navigating new relationships with a great degree of 

frequency. This frequency shows up much more in sport than in other leadership contexts, for 

example through coaching and coaching staff turnover, and in the constant roster transitions. 

This has been shared by the participants in this study and in existing research (Schroeder, 2010). 

“The coaching changes, really, they helped me grow, honestly, as a player. Because I've 

had to deal with dealing with my third defensive coordinator, third position coach…” (Blake). 

For many student athletes, they do not just learn to navigate and develop meaningful coaching 

relationships, their team composition changes by at least 25% every year which causes them to 



187 
 

adjust quickly to new relationships with teammates as well (Schroeder, 2010). Savvy student 

athlete leaders develop an understanding and a preparedness for these shifts in relationships and 

are able to maintain a stable team culture throughout. The ability to quickly, authentically, 

willingly, and intentionally develop meaningful relationships is a unique leadership behavior that 

is critical to the student athlete leadership experience. The leadership behaviors associated with 

meaningful relationships: trust and unity: and are described below and provide rich descriptions 

of the leadership behaviors demonstrated by student athlete leaders who cultivate and sustain 

meaningful relationships through sport. Each of these behaviors were constructed as unique 

categories through the data analysis process and were reconstructed as part of the overarching 

theme of meaningful relationships because of their specific connection to the concept of 

developing and sustaining meaningful, intentional, and transformational relationships through 

sport through the collaborative leadership behaviors of trust and unity. These leadership 

behaviors are grouped within the value of meaningful relationships because of their focus on 

relational leadership behaviors. 

 Trust. Within the context of sport, trust among teammates and coaches is critical and is a 

shared experience among student athlete leaders. Every athlete in this study referenced the 

importance of trust as leaders in their sport. Based upon their reflections, trust in the context of 

leadership in sport refers to the unflappable belief that one’s teammate is going to uphold their 

responsibilities and hold sacred their role and the livelihood and success of their team, both on 

and off the court, field, or pitch. The leadership behavior of trust was constructed as a theme 

from categories developed in data analysis including respect, relationships, diversity, safety, and 

empathy. 
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 “People are going to turn to leaders who they see are doing the right thing…Can other people 

trust you? That's the biggest thing” (Blake). 

  The participants shared that, in the context of sport, trust is the ability to rely upon the 

integrity of others, to rely upon one’s teammates to commit to a shared team culture and team 

values, to believe one’s teammates will consistently show up and do their job, to depend upon 

one’s teammates to live and lead with dignity and respect, and to confidently count on the man or 

woman to one’s left or right.  

Accountability goes with trust, but trust can kind of stand alone even off the field. If 

you're a team, you got to make sure you're doing the right things off the field as well and 

that goes for having the right goals of not staying out late if you got training early in the 

morning and filling your body the right things. Just giving yourself the best chance to 

impact the team with the best ability you can. (Eleanor)  

In many sports, trust is also critical to preserving the physical safety or wellbeing of teammates. 

“If you know one of your teammates, his weaknesses, you can be there for him. If I know he's not 

good going left, I want to protect his left the majority of the time” (Blake). A student athlete 

leader must trust their teammates to run the right plays, or to position themselves on the field or 

on the court as planned. A failure to do so can cause a team to lose a game, or worse, an athlete 

to experience a critical injury. Even in practice settings, I observed the trust cultivated among 

teammates and coaches. In the women’s basketball practice, I entered the practice during a 

period in which the team was watching game tape with an assistant coach. In my notes on that 

practice, I noted: “She was talking to the players about trusting one another, and the importance 

of looking out for your teammates” (Parish, Research Observation Journals, 2020). In the track 

and field practice, I recalled being afraid to even go near the field, but found myself in awe of the 
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apparent trust shared among teammates: “There's an emphasis on feedback both giving and 

receiving, as well as trust. The athletes would walk out into the middle of the field where the 

hammer would be thrown and trust that they wouldn't get hit with it” (Parish, Research 

Observation Journals, 2020). In this same practice, I had reflected: 

The athletes seem incredibly vulnerable and open and aware, and the coach knows how 

to talk to them about their bodies in a way that doesn't make them uncomfortable. They 

all seem focused on improvement and growth. They're not competitive they want each 

other to succeed (Parish, Research Observation Journals, 2020). 

Eleanor connects the concepts of vulnerability and trust in sport: “being vulnerable, it’s 

letting down your ego. It shows that you're there for a reason. People see you whether you play 

or not. I think that that's just super important.” 

Trust also relates to the ability of a student athlete leader to see, honor, and acknowledge 

the diversity on a team and to create space for individuals to demonstrate empathy and 

vulnerability in light of those differences. “It's all about earning trust and it's not given. That's 

why I think it takes time. I prove it on the field and then it translates to off the field” (Beatrice). 

A team with a culture of trust promotes a unified team. Unity is explored as a leadership 

behavior in the section that follows. 

Unity. Like trust, unity is something that student athlete leaders can cultivate over time. 

It takes shape in many different ways, often reflective of team cultures, and can be facilitated by 

student athlete leaders in ways that are both large and small. Unity can show up in team chants, 

team huddles, a team mindset, team culture, or simply in extending a hand to help a teammate up 

off of the court or the field. The leadership behavior of unity was constructed as a theme from 

categories developed in data analysis including team, collaboration, loyalty, and culture. 
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In tennis, it shows up in the form of team chants; in basketball, it shows up in chest-

bumps and “touches;” in football, it shows up in the form of huddles and breaks; in track and 

field, it shows up in the off-field connections forged among players; in softball it shows up in 

their professionally led teambuilding workshops. What makes unity so unique, is that for each 

team that has it, they show it in different ways. 

You just learn about their life and you actually care about it. Like you keep up with it. 

You reach out to them. When they have a bad day, and you come up to them and you're 

like, ‘Man, I know that's tough. We get a hell a lot of bad days. I'm here for you. I'm 

thinking about you.’" (Gary) 

The participants shared that preparing, winning, and losing with, for and alongside your 

teammates is where unity comes into play. For many student athlete leaders, this can be 

described as “having your back.” Unified teams have leaders who are willing to put in the extra 

effort to bring the team together, and consist of teammates who play selflessly and with the goals 

of the team in mind. “You have to want it for yourself, but you should want something more. You 

should want it for the teammate to your left and the teammate to your right…regardless if you 

fail, they're going to have your back” (Maddy). 

Student athlete leaders who promote the value of unity also exhibit the behaviors of 

loyalty and collaboration -- a true, genuine desire to work for, with, and on behalf of their team. 

For Eleanor, this means that her teammates are “all super close and we all want the same thing.” 

Teams with strong, unified leadership are also able to more easily tackle challenges that come 

their way and remain resilient in the face of adversity: 
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“They come from different backgrounds, have different beliefs, different views, but they 

are my team and regardless if I agree with what they believe or what they do, they're 

going to be by my side so I have to be loyal to them.” (Maddy) 

Maddy’s espoused loyalty also encompasses her commitment to her team. This concept, 

combined with the value of selflessness, is explored in the sections that follow.  

Selfless Commitment 
 

“Regardless of how my day's going, how I'm performing, I play for the person beside me. 

And I think that's what's made me who I am, is to be selfless instead of selfish.” (Maddy) 

 

Selfless Commitment is a term that emerged entirely from this research. Through the data 

analysis process it became clear that selflessness was a significant theme, as was commitment; 

however, they were often found aligned together. This study found that all participants 

referenced some aspect of selfless commitment and its corresponding categories as integral to 

their leadership development, and ten out of 12 participants identified an aspect of selfless 

commitment as one of their top leadership values and behaviors in sport. In hearing the 

participants’ perspectives, it was not enough for a student athlete leader to play selflessly if they 

weren’t committed to their team. Likewise, commitment was not relevant to the participants if it 

did not come with a student athlete leader’s ability to be selfless and sacrifice for the greater 

good. Commitment meant more in this context than committing to personal success, it meant 

committing to the success of one’s team, sometimes at the expense of one’s own playing time or 

points. Thus, the overarching value selfless commitment emerged. In the words of Carter, one of 

this study’s participants, selfless commitment is the desire “to help others and make them 

better.”  
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In the context of leadership in sport, selfless commitment refers to a student athlete’s 

ability to lead selflessly and to commit to something greater than themselves, with the 

dedication, discipline, resilience, and grit needed to overcome any challenges that may come 

their way. This showed up in team practices in the form of hard work, perseverance, and 

relentlessness. It is lived each day by the participants who sometimes lives thousands of miles 

away from home, and who make it to hours of workouts and practices each day. It comes in the 

form of sacrificing your own play, for the success of a teammate, and in the form of hard work.  

In one particular practice I noted:  

There is a spirit of selflessness on this team. Even though they would be competing 

against each other, just like they do actually compete against each other for playing time, 

they're open to telling their opponent when they do well, even if it's to their own demise.  

(Parish, Practice Observation Journals, 2020) 

Some of the categories that coalesced to generate the leadership value of selfless commitment 

and its embedded leadership behaviors include: grit, resilience, work ethic, perseverance, hustle, 

toughness, selflessness, sacrifice, servant leadership, commitment, responsibility, accountability, 

strength, effort, discipline, self-control, and dedication.   

In summary, selfless commitment means “Doing it for other people rather than just for 

myself” (Beatrice). It is closely aligned with servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1970), but extends 

beyond the concept of servant leadership and the potentially marginalizing images of servitude 

that phrase may convey to include resilience and grit as well as a disciplined and industrious 

work ethic. It reflects a student athlete leader’s unselfish motivation to sacrifice for the greater 

good and a genuine desire to act for the benefit of others.  
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The actions that we would be doing on the court will be for each other instead of our 

personal selves, and when you do that, everyone's happy, everyone's energized, and that's 

usually how championship teams are bred. (Jordan) 

Selfless commitment reflects a student athlete leader’s understanding that their time on 

their team is limited, often less than four years, but their impact can extend beyond their time on 

the team. Selfless commitment is about living and leading your legacy through your sport: 

I'm trying to leave a legacy, not my name behind. I don't strive for my name to be heard 

years down the line, but I want student athletes of the University…to share the same 

experiences as well as excel in the professional development realm as well as prepare for 

life after sport, I think that's really important. (Gary) 

The leadership behaviors associated with selfless commitment: sacrifice, resilience, work 

ethic, and discipline, are described below and provide rich descriptions of the leadership 

behaviors demonstrated by student athlete leaders who are able to selflessly commit to 

something greater than themselves. Each of these leadership behaviors were constructed as 

themes from categories created through the data analysis process and were reconstructed as part 

of the overarching value of selfless commitment because of their unique alignment with concepts 

of servant leadership and selflessness, and commitment to one’s team and one’s sport.  

 Sacrifice. A salient leadership behavior, perhaps more present in the context of sport than 

in most other environments, is the theme of sacrifice. The leadership behavior of sacrifice was 

constructed as a theme from categories developed in data analysis including commitment, 

servant leadership, and selflessness.  The participants illuminated that as student athlete leaders, 

they sacrifice their time, their personal lives, their extracurricular involvement, points scored, 

minutes played, moments in the spotlight, holidays spent with family, vacations, intended 
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academic pursuits, and ultimately their bodies all in the name of their sport. All the participants 

in this stud recalled, unprompted, times when they have made sacrifices for sport like moving 

away from their families at a very young age, changing majors, skipping social engagements, or 

enduring extensive surgeries to repair sport related injuries, and yet they all deemed these 

sacrifices to be worth it.  Blake shared that he had to make sacrifices related to his social life to 

ensure he was accountable to his team expectations. Participants also shared that they had to 

change their majors to something that would better accommodate their practice schedules which 

are difficult to manage with more time-restrictive majors like Nursing and Engineering.  

You're very vulnerable, you're putting your body at risk, and all the things, but also, in 

training, and I guess, even in games, you can't show that you're tired. You can't show that 

you are exhausted, you can't show that. (Eleanor) 

Just being able to sacrifice your points or your stats just for the better of the team. Only a 

leader can be able to do that. (Jordan) 

It (sacrifice) means you're fighting, fighting for your sisters, because if you're not close 

with them then why would you want to do a slide pass and potentially injure yourself for 

the people around you. (Beatrice) 

As Eleanor, Blake, Jordan, and Beatrice shared -- to sacrifice, a student athlete leader first 

needs to be committed--committed to their team culture, committed to their sport, committed to 

their teammates, committed to their school, and ultimately committed to leadership. There is no 

sacrifice in sport without commitment, belief or buy in. Sacrifice is one of the most integral, 

foundational elements of a student athlete leader’s DNA: 

“That's how we should treat each other, that's how we should have each other's backs, as 

their family members have their backs. And you would be willing to sacrifice for a family 
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member, so if you want to win a basketball game, you must be able to sacrifice 

sometimes, for teammates or for the better of the team.” (Jordan) 

While Jordan references the importance of sacrifice in winning and for the betterment of the 

team, resilience as a leadership behavior is also integral to a team’s success and is further 

explored in the section that follows.  

 Resilience. Athletes lose. It is just part of the game. While it is not the goal of the game, 

losing is an integral part of a student athlete leader’s experience and is influenced by their 

resilience and the categories developed in data analysis that comprise the leadership behavior of 

resilience including grit, perseverance, toughness, and strength. 

I think you've got to be very resilient as a leader. Especially if your team’s not doing so 

well, to keep giving off positive energy and to keep believing in your team so they keep 

believing in themselves, which can be very tough if you've lost a lot of matches in a row, 

to genuinely keep believing. That's definitely where resiliency comes into play a lot. Grit 

too. (Xander) 

 While there are many recent works related to resilience and grit (Crede et al., 2017; 

Duckworth, 2016; Ledesma, 2014), no existing leadership model includes resilience as a core 

value. As it relates to student athlete leadership identity development, there is no leadership 

without it. One would be hard-pressed to find a field or experience where one has to so 

frequently and readily fail and get back up again. “Things don't always go the way you want it to 

be. If you're not resilient about it, you're just going to lose your path” (Jenny). 

For every missed shot, strike, block, failed throw, botched serve, fumble, error or 

interception another play is sure to follow.  And “being able to push through in a sport setting or 
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a competition setting is always something that's important” (Jasmine). Athletes do not have the 

luxury of leaving the scene to privately lick their wounds and try again another day. 

When it gets hard, you're really tempted to just put your head down finish through it. But 

I think a really hard aspect is when the things get hard, when it gets really tough in 

practice, in sprints and stuff like that, or emotionally tough. I think that the thing that will 

stand out about a leader is that he has his head up and he's looking forward to encourage 

somebody else through the hard moment. (Gary) 

 For every practice I observed, every player on every team missed a shot, a block, a catch, 

a point, a throw, or an open pass. They all made fouls, turnovers, or errors and yet no one 

flinched or quit, they continued playing.  

Sometimes when times get tough, sometimes people want to give up, and as a leader you 

can't let your guys give up, so you got to be extremely resilient and gritty, and those are 

the times when you might need to get in someone's face and just tell them, like, ‘Hey, 

come on, we need you. We don't need anybody quitting on us.’ And even though they 

might resist that at first, you just have to keep being resilient until they snap out of it. 

(Jordan) 

For a student athlete, their loss is public and often met with a loud response from an on 

looking crowd. “It's really important for someone or some people on the team to have that 

resiliency to push other people through. We need to keep going and bring somebody along with 

you… I feel that and grit go together” (Carter). Every day involves a miss, a loss, a mistake and 

their fortitude to push through and persevere with their head held high ready to take on another 

play defines a resilient student athlete leader and those who can succeed at not only performing 

at an elite level of competitive play, but leading in it: “I think the real leaders stand out when 
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they're facing adversity. And I think during adversity is when you get challenged with the aspect 

of seeing if you can really walk what you're talking” (Gary). 

For Rose, resilience is most apparent when your team is down: 

In a game if we're down, like down 20 even… just having someone that just keep on 

chipping away and doesn't let it affect them, doesn’t let it bring them down, and instead is 

trying to... work so hard, and put everything they have on the court even though they're 

down. (Rose) 

As Rose shares, working hard and putting it all on the court are important leadership behaviors in 

sport. The concept of work ethic is further explored in the section that follows.  

 Work Ethic. Being a student athlete requires a certain level of industriousness and work 

ethic, and student athlete leaders are the individuals on the team to model that expectation for 

others. The leadership behavior of work ethic was constructed as a theme from categories 

developed in data analysis including hustle and dedication. 

I just lead. I walk in there every day. I clock in… It’s time to go to work on the field or 

whatever we’re doing, a meeting, a workout. I’m always trying to push the next person…. 

When it’s time to go to work, I’m going to work. (Blake) 

Work ethic can be demonstrated by leaders as putting in extra time at practice, prioritizing their 

academic pursuits, and giving their full effort in every play, every practice, and every game. All 

12 of the participants, unprompted, referenced their work ethic in the context of leadership. For, 

Jenny her work ethic inspires others to follow her “I always worked hard…I’m always like a 

pusher, trying to work hard so that people can follow me” (Jenny). Her leadership style is more 

behind the scenes, but she works hard in a way that connects both with the modeling and 

influence behaviors previously referenced, so that her teammates will work hard too. 
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Some of the participants referenced working hard to maintain their spot, or role on the 

team. Whereas others, like Maddy and Rose both shared that leaders do not only work hard 

during practice, but they make time before and after practice to go above and beyond what is 

expected of them: “Hard work is not just at practice, but finding time to work either before or 

after practice by yourself with the coaches” (Maddy). Similarly, for Rose, her work ethic comes 

through by “always being out there shooting before a game. Going in, getting extra reps.” She 

also shares “everyone has always said just how hard a worker I am, how I keep my head down 

and just keep on going, and that's how I earned people's respect” (Rose). 

Eleanor shares that work ethic is connected to the concepts of grit and resilience 

mentioned earlier: 

Having the grit to kind of just put our heads down and put the work in, regardless of what 

happened at home, or I guess what's happening in a different country, because our entire 

team is basically international. So, what's happening way back home, what's happening 

with your roommates, with the coach's relationship, what's happening with school, letting 

that all go. Put your head down and let's work. (Eleanor) 

Student athlete leaders model their work ethic by never giving up, never 

complaining, and always being willing to push harder, farther, faster than the day before. One 

participant offered that sometimes hard work matters more than athletic skill: “sometimes that 

can mean you put in the work. Not necessarily that you're really talented, but people have to 

believe that you really want it and that you're putting in the work for it” (Carter). Oftentimes 

work ethic is described in the physicality, or toughness, of sport, but the participants shared that 

it also relates to a student athlete leader’s commitment to watching film, studying plays, and 

committing to a health and wellness regiment. I witnessed the participants’ work ethic firsthand 
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in practice observations, and collected hundreds of codes that represented work ethic, grit, 

resilience, hustle, and toughness as a result.  

 Of my women’s basketball practice observations of Jenny and Rose, “One of the things I 

noticed the most in this practice was how hard they worked the whole time. Their hustle. They 

had maximum effort” (Parish, Practice Observation Journals, 2020). Time and again, practice 

after practice, the nominated participants in this study were always the athletes working the 

hardest. They were the first down the court, the first to arrive, the last to leave, and they gave 

maximum effort the entire practice. 

  Similarly, of my tennis observations of Kevin and Xander I noted, “They worked hard in 

the beaming sunshine and seemed happy to do it” (Parish, Practice Observation Journals, 2020). 

I noted how much the two athletes actually enjoyed the hard work of practice, and how their 

tempo and effort were modeled by those around them.  

  The connection between work ethic and modelling continued throughout my practice 

observations. A commonality among all of the practices was that the participants in this study 

worked the hardest of those at the practice, modeled work ethic to their teammates, and actively 

influenced their teammates to also work hard. In this way, multiple subthemes, depicted as 

leadership behaviors in this study, coalesced around this particular phenomenon. This was 

apparent while observing Beatrice in practice, “She was a steady force to be reckoned with. She 

worked the hardest. She felt the hardest. And she popped up the fastest” (Parish, Practice 

Observation Journals, 2020). At the same soccer practice, I observed of both Beatrice and 

Eleanor: 

I've never seen athletes work so hard. The girls dove for balls face-first into the grass. 

The grit, the determination, the resilience the hustle... No one ever seemed fazed when 
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they got kicked hard slammed to the ground, or came up with a mouthful of grass. 

(Parish, Practice Observation Journals, 2020) 

 Many of the participants referred to their sport in the sense a job, or going to work. In 

vivo codes like ‘putting in the work, “having a job to do,” and “clocking in” were found 

throughout the data analysis process and points to a student athlete leader’s association of their 

sport and their role as a leader within it to a job: 

Sometimes when I am by myself, sometimes I just got to tell myself ‘Well, you got a job to 

do. We ain’t come here just to bomb it. We didn’t come all the way here just to bomb it’… 

I just have to push through and say ‘Hey, we got a job to do.’ (Jasmine) 

The work ethic espoused and demonstrated by the participants of this study is undergirded by 

discipline- the discipline it takes to commit to always pushing through, as Jasmine says, and 

getting the job done. Discipline is explored in the section that follows.   

Discipline. Juggling all of the commitments and expectations of student athlete 

leadership does not merely require a keen ability to manage one’s time, or manage one’s self 

well. It requires true discipline. The leadership behavior of discipline was constructed as a theme 

from categories developed in data analysis including responsibility, accountability, and self-

control. For the participants in this study, discipline is an athlete’s ability to show up for a 7am 

practice when their body is tired from the game the night before, as Beatrice and Eleanor often 

do. Discipline is having the self-control to say no to a social invitation that may jeopardize one’s 

eligibility, a difficult decision Blake has had to navigate. Discipline means having the self-

management to not argue with a coach or a referee in the heat of the moment, something all 

athletes can related to Discipline is a student athlete’s ability to accept and honor their autonomy 

but not cut corners during a workout or a team practice, putting in extra effort instead. Specific to 
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Carter and Maddy’s practice, I noted “They are very self-aware and collaborative but also 

maintain discipline and grit throughout the practice. If they fall down or miss a ball, the get right 

up and try again” (Parish, Practice Observation Journals, 2020). 

Discipline is knowing and acknowledging one’s area of competitive weakness and 

putting in the extra time and effort to build upon it -- arriving to practice early to work on foul-

shots for example, for Rose and Jordan. Discipline as a student athlete leader requires maturity 

and ownership, and it means holding oneself and one’s teammates responsible and accountable 

for their own actions, and inactions despite how challenging circumstances may be:  

When it gets hard, you're really tempted to just put your head down finish through it. But 

I think when the things get hard, when it gets really tough in practice, in sprints and stuff 

like that, or emotionally tough. I think that the thing that will stand out about a leader is 

that he has his head up and he's looking forward to encourage somebody else through the 

hard moment. (Gary)  

I was able to witness the leadership behavior of discipline in a tennis practice observation in 

particular and was struck by the balance of discipline and enthusiasm the participants modeled in 

their practice: 

This is obviously a sport that emphasizes consistency and discipline. And it was 

interesting to watch the players and coaches, focus on consistent improvement and 

development along the way….The players in this particular team and in this particular 

setting managed to balance focus and discipline with enthusiasm and joy. It was the only 

practice I had attended, where there was no music playing. (Parish, Practice Observation 

Journals, 2020) 
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This practice in particular emphasized body awareness and breathing, as well as the tiniest 

modifications that could improve technique and overall performance.  

Similarly, my observations of the track and field practice illuminated the immense  

amount of discipline required for this particular sport “it requires significant strength but even 

more than that focus and discipline” (Parish, Practice Observation Journals, 2020). Gary and 

Jasmine had to maintain control of their own bodies, while maintaining an understanding of the 

environment around them. They willingly accepted and applied feedback from their coaches and 

modified their technique accordingly to enhance their performance. They had to demonstrate 

mental and physical strength and discipline to not release the disc or shotput until the absolute 

perfect moment, acting with accuracy and precision that ensured their safety and success. They 

stayed focused, unaware of the distractions around them, and mindful of their muscle movement 

and physical motion. If they felt frustration or annoyance, they never showed it. My interview 

with Jasmine affirmed the importance of discipline in her sport as she shared: 

Specifically, in sport, I feel like…there are a lot of times when you as a person can get 

pulled off track or be easily distracted by things that not only happen in your sport but 

also just in life, period. Sometimes you do need somebody that can pull you out of that 

bad spot, I guess you could say, and help you and guide you to where you should be. 

(Jasmine) 

In each of the practices I attended, there was also an element that was somewhat 

unsupervised, or uncoached. In these moments of foul shots, warmups, weightlifting, sprints, 

practice reps, etc. it was incumbent upon the athletes to hold themselves accountable to 

completing the assigned task. No coach was there during those moments to ensure the 

participants were doing as they were instructed, and not cutting corners. Instead, each participant 



203 
 

not only demonstrated the discipline necessary to accomplish each of these expected tasks, they 

did so with a focus and determination that illuminated why they were seen as leaders on their 

teams. This aligns with the leadership behavior of integrity, as it demonstrates their desire to do 

what is right, even when no one is watching. It also aligns with the overarching value of growth 

mindset, explored in the section that follows, as one must demonstrate discipline to grow and 

improve both as an athlete and as a leader.  

Growth Mindset 
 

In order to lead others, you need to know how to lead yourself." And so that could be a 

pretty big aspect in learning how to mature and grow as a person. (Gary) 

 

The concept of having a growth mindset versus a fixed mindset is a consistent theme that 

emerged through this study, and represents an overarching value in student athlete leadership 

identity development. This value is representative of other categories that emerged in the 

research including growth, coaching, flexibility, change, improvement and hope. Growth 

mindset is often used in elementary and secondary education to refer to a student’s belief that 

they can develop intelligence overtime (Dweck, 2010). In the context of sport, it refers to a 

student athlete leader’s ability to engage in deep, purposeful learning -- both as it relates to 

leadership and as it relates to their sport (Dweck, 2010). Specifically, as an overarching value in 

this study, growth mindset refers to a student athlete leader’s ability to develop skills and 

abilities, translating to leadership behaviors, through dedication, hard work, self-awareness, 

resilience, and relational chemistry.  

For leaders in sport, this growth mindset is a foundational element of their ability to see 

leadership as a continuously evolving and growing phenomenon across the other overarching 
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values of self-awareness, meaningful relationships, selfless commitment, and competitive 

purpose. The participants in this study all reflected on moments of leadership growth within their 

sport. For Beatrice, her growth as a student athlete leader came in the form of transitioning from 

a more self-oriented leader, to a leader who is now more team focused (selfless commitment). 

That growth included Beatrice’s development of her ability to better understand others (develop 

meaningful relationships) and adapt to changing situations (self-awareness).  Similarly, Gary 

reflected upon his growth as a leader from a more self-centered approach, to the selfless style he 

maintains now (selfless commitment). For Gary, this growth has taken a few years and now 

positions him as a leader who selflessly gives of himself to his teammates, and relishes in their 

successes without the need for his own turn in the spotlight (meaningful relationships, selfless 

commitment). Kevin’s experience has been similar, and he attributes his growth mindset to 

experience, maturity, and coaching which has allowed him to open lines of communication with 

others to give and receive feedback (self-awareness). In this regard, within each overarching 

value, a growth mindset allows a student athlete leader to develop an attitude of continuous 

growth and improvement in the areas of self-awareness, meaningful relationships, and selfless 

commitment.  

Student athlete leaders with a growth mindset engage in a productive struggle that results 

in growth within the context of their sport (Dweck, 2010). Sometimes this struggle comes in the 

form of an injury that forces a student athlete to learn a new way to contribute meaningfully to 

their team, as was Carter’s experience. Other times, the productive struggle is within one’s self 

and in determining the mindset and role one has within their team, as was Blake’s experience. 

This awareness of the productive struggle allows student athlete leaders to tackle problems head 

on with honesty, authenticity, and integrity and the discipline to drive results and overall growth.  



205 
 

A student athlete leader with a growth mindset sees growth not only as an option, but as 

an expectation. They actively engage in coaching behaviors- not only with the traditional team 

“coach” but also through peer leadership coaching experiences. In this sense, coaching is not 

specifically for those with the formal title of “Coach” but instead refers to the act of coaching 

and the willingness to both give and receiving coaching for growth and improvement. This 

correlates with previously mentioned leadership behaviors including communication, modeling, 

influence, work ethic and trust.  

Even with this last season, we had a lot of success, championship, (redacted) Bowl, 

players going and getting drafted. All of that happened because we decided to make a 

change and be leaders. (Blake)  

Student athlete leaders see the opportunity for growth and improvement as an opportunity 

for individual improvement, but also through their selfless commitment, a student athlete leader 

sees growth and improvement from a team perspective as well. Additionally, a student athlete 

leader with a growth mindset understands and is flexible to change within the context of their 

sport. As previously mentioned, this change can often come in the form of players and coaches 

rapidly transitioning and impacting the culture and dynamic on a team: “You build those 

relationships for time period, but you have to understand eventually, they have to move on, you 

have to move on” (Blake). Or, these changes can come in the form of position changes, and 

changes in formal and informal team roles as was Carter’s experience when navigating injuries. 

In addition to having and maintaining a growth mindset as a leader in sport, maintaining a 

competitive purpose is also a leadership value unique to the student athlete experience. This 

concept is further explored as an overarching value in the section that follows.  
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Competitive Purpose 
 

The main goal is to get that championship trophy. Without a coach or a player who 

possess the right leadership qualities, it's very difficult to have everyone focused and 

determined to reach that same goal because of emotions, selfishness, there's so many 

negative aspects that could distract the teams from just being able to win games, so 

leaders are able to take those negatives away and make them positives, and eventually 

just keep everyone in line. (Jordan)  

 

Competitive purpose refers to the shared purpose of student athlete leaders to perform at 

their personal and team best with the goal of shared success, often framed as winning. 

Competition and common purpose both emerged as categories during the data analysis phase of 

this research, however, after further analysis it became evident that the two are inexplicably 

intertwined for a student athlete leader. The joining of these two categories into a theme, and 

overarching value, adeptly describes a common experience among student athlete leaders who 

share a competitive purpose. The overarching value, competitive purpose, was constructed from 

categories developed in data analysis including purpose, skill, experience, position, playing time, 

focus, strategy, tempo, alertness, urgency, and winning. Unlike many of the other categories in 

this study, these categories are very sport-focused in nature. 

This value in particular is unique in the context of leadership, as it positions competition 

as a positive leadership value when aligned with a purposeful goal or cause. At the end of the 

day, all of the athletes in this study agree that they want to win. And while winning may not be 

everything, it is certainly something and is a critical aspect of what it means to be a student 

athlete leader. Even if these athletes do not always win, and they do not, the goal, the purpose is 
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still to strive for winning and to cultivate the self-awareness, meaningful relationships, selfless 

commitment, and growth mindset needed to make winning a reality.  

A student athlete leader with competitive purpose understands their role in the context of 

the larger goals and objectives of a team. Each participant in this study could articulate their own 

role and purpose as a leader on their team, and the ways in which they help to center their 

teammates on that common purpose. They do this through the previously mentioned leadership 

behaviors of modeling, influence, communication, unity, and discipline. Competitive purpose 

also gives credence to the impact that athletic skill, experience, playing time, and positions have 

on a student athlete leader’s ability to demonstrate and engage in acts of trust, resilience, 

sacrifice and unity within their team. These are not commonly held concepts in leadership, but 

are of great importance in sport. Competitive purpose allows all of these concepts and categories 

to coalesce into one overarching value which connects them in the context of leadership and 

sport.  

As part of the intensive interviewing process, linkages between class standing, athletic 

skill, playing time and leadership were explored. While the participants in this study do 

acknowledge that leadership does not necessarily belong exclusively to the upper classmen 

players or those with the greatest athletic skill or playing time, they do acknowledge that each of 

these plays a role in team leadership dynamics: 

I do think athletic ability plays a huge role in it, because it’s trust and people want to 

win. It’s the confidence. If you don’t have the ability to make the shot at the end of the 

game, people aren’t really going to look at you like they want you to lead. (Rose) 

 Practice observation data also revealed that the participants in this study modelled and 

influenced focus, strategy, tempo, alertness, and urgency on their teams. This was demonstrated 
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in the data analysis of the practice observation data, and later represented in the word clouds 

from each practice. As these codes coalesced into categories and themes, they constructed the 

overarching value of competitive purpose which also aligns with the previously mentioned 

leadership behaviors of modeling, communication, influence, trust, unity, work ethic, and 

discipline. Each sport has their own unique culture related to strategy and tempo, but ultimately 

both play a role in a team’s ability to be cohesive and successful. The participants in this study 

model a specific athletic intelligence that helps them to navigate these concepts in sport-based 

settings with skill and ease that allows the team to realize their ultimate goals: 

Well I think as a team you're all working towards the same goal. You are brought 

together and you've got the same purpose so that does bring everyone together and 

you've got a leader to get you there. People will look up to them because they want to get 

there as well. (Xander) 

 Lastly, as it relates to competitive purpose is the concept of winning. The athletes in this 

study are all keenly aware that they are in their roles to get a job done, and that job is to win and 

winning is not merely for themselves but for something greater. It is their ultimate competitive 

purpose: 

And I think a lot of us, yes, we love winning. These are some of the most competitive 

people I've ever been around. But what we have as a team, what we believe in, and when 

everyone is bought in, that's what makes the winning feel good, not just the score of the 

game. (Maddy)  

But, as Maddy eloquently expressed, winning feels good when the team is connected and 

unified, not necessarily just when they score more than their opponent. In this regard, winning 
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relates to the leadership behaviors of integrity, influence, trust, unity, sacrifice and resilience 

previously described in the findings.  

Additional Findings for Consideration 
 
COVID-19 
 

As was shared earlier in this chapter, less relevant but still notable findings related to 

COVID-19 and leadership challenges also emerged through this study. While these do not 

necessarily contribute to the research questions posed in this study, they are still findings worthy 

of consideration for future research and practice.  

Specifically, the research for this study was conducted in the midst of a global pandemic 

that had resulted in halted seasons, stay at home orders, mandated COVID-19 testing and 

adjustments made to every facet of the student athlete experience including attending classes 

virtually, canceling practices, participating in homebound conditioning sessions, and navigating 

extended years of eligibility. Many of the participants in this study participated in quarantine 

within their homes due to an exposure to a COVID-19 positive teammate, and all of the 

participants had navigated modifications made to practice, travel, and compliance requirements.  

Masks were often worn in team practices that I attended, and athletes navigated 

complexities related to the atypical leadership transitions on their teams where recruitment was 

reimagined and many of the students who should have been graduating and ending their 

eligibility remained on the team for an additional season, in some ways creating compression 

within the team. Many of the practices I observed were the first the athletes had participated in in 

weeks due to COVID-19 related practice cancellations. Throughout the study bad decisions 

made by teammates related to breaking COVID-19 protocols were referenced, and the 

participants recalled experiences of navigating leading through a public health crisis and a $4 
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million athletic department budget cut at their institution that resulted in the loss of many of the 

staff who had supported their athletic experience. In short, the pandemic had forced the 

adjustment of expectations and engagement of the participating athletes and they were navigating 

their sport and leading within their sport in a completely new and different way.  

Negative Leadership 
 
 Despite the study not assigning a moral, amoral, or immoral philosophical stance toward 

leadership, participants often found themselves discussing what “bad leadership” looks like when 

asked about their leadership values, behaviors, and experiences. While this study did not aim to 

identify the negative leadership aspects of sport, the concept came up enough that it is 

worthwhile to note that leadership positions do not always promote positive leadership actions 

within the context of sport, according to the experiences of this study’s participants.  

Specifically, some of these negative leadership components shared by participants in this study 

include negative attitudes, being “fake,” misuse of positional power, poor communication 

practices, ego, lack of accountability or dependability, and self-involvement. Participants 

identified these negative leadership experiences as impacting team dynamics both on and off the 

field. As Blake put it: 

You can't expect anything to go right in football if you're not having a good scene off the 

field…In my time being here, 2018 may have been our rockiest season…And that year, it 

was just a lot of negativity on the team at the time. There was a lot of ego at the time. And 

it just wasn't a team full of leaders at that time. It was kind of a lot of players in their own 

world, and you could see it. (Blake) 

For many of these participants, examples of negative leadership on their teams have 

inspired them to lead in a more positive and productive manner: 
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Her tone and the way she talked to everyone made everyone just not want to listen 

because she was hateful. And the other seniors, they just thought because they were 

seniors, they were given the title of leaders. And it aggravated me because our team, just 

the chemistry, everything was off. Even our season in the spring, nothing changed, it was 

awful. We played awful. Everyone's stats from the previous year did not even compare. 

These were low and I was like, this can't happen. (Maddy)  

Additionally, while not necessarily aligned with negative leadership values or behaviors, 

many of the participants identified having a challenging freshman year. Many of the participants 

struggled to adjust to a new academic and athletic culture, being away from home, and the 

ultimate transition of shifting from being the most experienced, talented, seasoned player on their 

high school team to the least experienced player on their collegiate roster. Participants reflected 

upon trying to assimilate into a new team culture, sometimes assimilating simultaneously to a 

new country, and trying to navigate how to step up and step back- learning how to use their 

voice, but to balance it with existing team norms: 

Freshman year I came in and I was ready to work, of course. I was like, hey I'm going to 

work hard… Then everything hit. It's like school, different classes, being away in a 

different country from my family. It's a 33-hour drive if my family wanted to come visit 

me from where I'm from to here, so it's very far. Being home sick, all those factors played 

into where I'm at now, but freshman year it was very hard to adapt to all of that kind of 

stuff….Freshman year was hard, it really was. There was more of a ‘Hey, let's get 

through this year, let's get out of the dorms…let's give it another chance, we'll see how it 

goes in sophomore year.’ Sophomore year- that's when everything switched. (Beatrice) 
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This experience is of note as it can impact how a greater understanding of student athlete 

leadership identity development could specifically target the first-year transition of student 

athletes to ensure it is promoting a solid leadership foundation for the incoming students. 

Variances and Inconsistencies  
 

I feel prior to becoming a collegiate student athlete, you can't really imagine what the 

experience is like. You have all of these ideas and then, and never usually in a bad way, 

it's just always something different. (Carter)  

 

Leadership Training. The participants in this study indicated, similar to what existing 

research has already informed (Voight & Hickey, 2016), that universities do not consistently 

provide specific leadership training to student athletes, and most participants in this study 

admitted to never having experienced any formal leadership programming through their sport. 

However, this was inconsistent depending upon personal opportunities sought out by the 

individual student athletes or by opportunities provided by team coaches. For example, Gary and 

Beatrice, both enrolled in a leadership class of their own accord. Gary has also served in a 

leadership position within a student organization. Participants from the softball team, Carter and 

Maddy, have engaged in team leadership trainings and team leadership book clubs, led by their 

coach who has a particular interest in the leadership development of her plays.  Leadership as a 

Position or Leadership as a Process. Additionally this study found that student athlete leadership 

is experienced both as a position and as a process. The participants in this study defined 

leadership as a set of individual values and behaviors, as demonstrated earlier in this chapter, 

however, they also identify leadership processes within their teams. Specifically, this study 

found that while the participants do not believe that leadership exists only among captains, 
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coaches, or more seasoned teammates, they do describe leadership as both an individual 

(positional) and a team (process) experience. When asked to describe leadership, many student 

athlete leaders describe trait’s of leaders and not acts of leadership but acknowledge that 

leadership and leaders can exist and occur anywhere on a team, and that on the best teams 

leadership is shared among all team members. Participants were inconsistent in how they 

described the influence of playing time or athletic skill, on one’s leadership capacity. While all 

of the participants indicated that one did not need to be a star player or performer to be a leader, 

they were inconsistent in whether athletic skill still impacted perceived leadership ability.  For 

example, Jordan offered: 

it's more common for the older players to assume that leadership role, but if you're a 

young guy coming in and you already possess those qualities, then I'm sure that the older 

players are mature enough to see that you have those qualities and let you be a leader 

also. (Jordan) 

Similarly, Rose suggests that the more seasoned players may have the experience needed to be 

better prepared for a leadership role, even though a formal hierarchy may not be present: 

I don't really think there's a hierarchy. Seniors, juniors, sophomore I think we're all at a 

point now where it's... we're all on the same team….If you're a senior, you're not 

automatically going to be the leader, right? I think that there probably is more of a 

correlation between the confidence, once you've been here for four years... you're going 

to know the competition, you're going to know the systems in and out. You're not just 

going to know what your role is or where you have to go and play and everything. You're 

going to know where everyone else needs to go. You're going to see the game, see the 

read. You're just going to have that much more confidence and ability, and you're also 
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used to it... on a comfort level. You should be able to talk to the coaches. You should be 

able to have those types of conversations where you can ask questions. Kind of tell them 

what you're thinking, how you're feeling… If you haven't been here longer than the other 

players have, you're just not going to have the same level of comfort and confidence. 

(Rose) 

Eleanor described different roles across classes: 

I think there's roles in all different classes. And I don't necessarily think that it's seniors 

who have to be the captains, I think it could be sophomores, I think it could be freshmen, 

if they're willing to take that role and do it well, I think everybody will respect that. 

(Eleanor) 

Blake does not see a correlation between class standing and leadership: “I feel like no 

matter what your age is or the class you're in, I feel like, leadership is leadership at the end of 

the day.” However, he does see a correlation between athletic skill and leadership positions: 

“Captains, a lot of times, captains are your highly skilled players, and sometimes they are 

leaders.” Each team and each participant had their own opinion and experience as it related to 

the confluence of leadership roles, class standing, captains, and team leadership culture. This 

demonstrates an outstanding opportunity for further research on this topic.  

Leadership Learning. All of the participants in this study agreed that leadership is not 

merely learned in a classroom or from books, but rather from experiences which aligns with 

concepts of social and situated learning shared in Chapter 2 (Lave & Wenger, 1990). However, 

the findings were inconsistent in terms of the best way for student athletes to learn leadership and 

reflections on this topic ranged from learning leadership from one’s parents, as was in Jordan’s 

case, to learning leadership from a mentor, as was Kevin’s case, to learning leadership from 
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one’s coach, as was Xander’s case, or to learning leadership from one’s teammates, as was 

Beatrice’s case. While all of the participants did identify moments when they learned or 

developed leadership in the context of sport, Carter also shared that “you don't have to have 

learned everything about leadership from softball. It could be…in family or … and general 

things that you do. … I think you can learn it from anywhere.”  

Conclusion 
 

If you aren't bought in and aren't trying to make things work with someone, then it's 

pointless. In my opinion, no one wants to follow a leader that's all about himself. To be a 

leader and have leadership characteristics, you have to be selfless, you have to be loyal, 

honest, you have to have integrity, you have to be responsible. (Maddy) 

 

In summary, through qualitative research conducted with 12 participants, the findings of this 

research indicate that the leadership experiences of student athlete leaders do not align with 

current models of leadership that present leadership development as a staged and scaffolded 

experience. Instead, they experience leadership through a specific set of leadership values and 

behaviors that are uniquely and collectively cultivated in the context of sport. This study found 

that the common leadership values of collegiate athletes are self-awareness, meaningful 

relationships, selfless commitment, growth mindset and competitive purpose. This study also 

found that these are practiced through the leadership behaviors of student athlete integrity, 

modeling, influence, communication, trust, unity, sacrifice, resilience, work ethic, and discipline. 

While some of the themes that emerged from this study, presented as leadership values and 

behaviors, are not unusual in the context of leader or leadership development, they do represent a 

very unique collection of leadership values and behaviors that more specifically define and 
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describe the unique leadership experiences of collegiate student athletes Alone, these values and 

behaviors are not collectively housed within an existing student leadership identity development 

model and provide a solid, research-based foundation for a student athlete leadership identity 

development model to emerge based upon the specific leadership values and behaviors embraced 

and expressed by student athlete leaders. This study also found that student athletes view 

leadership as a position and as a process, and that the relationships cultivated in sport are critical 

to their experiences as student athlete leaders.  

These findings are further explored in Chapter 5 through the proposal of a Student Athlete 

Leadership Identity Development Model that represents the leadership values and behaviors 

most salient to this student population. Chapter 5 concludes with discussion, implications for 

practice, and recommendations for further research.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion 
 

 In this chapter, I present the conclusions and implications of this study. I conclude that 

student athlete leaders experience leadership in a unique way, specific to the context of sport. 

This experience is not directly aligned with any existing model for student leadership 

development and does not occur in a linear, staged, or scaffolded way but does reflect a core set 

of leadership values and behaviors that are foundational to the leadership development 

experiences of collegiate student athletes. These values and behaviors emerged from the five 

overarching themes and ten subthemes that were constructed from the data analysis and are 

represented in a proposed Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development Model presented in 

this chapter. This model and its component parts would be instrumental in helping to support the 

growth and development of collegiate student athlete leaders. This model is reflective of the 

specific leadership values and behaviors experienced by this population and could be used in 

practice as a grounded theory to enhance student development, promote leadership learning 

through sport, and to reimagine coach and captain roles.  I conclude with opportunities for future 

research.  

My originally established research questions included: 

1. What are the staged, scaffolded leadership identity development experiences of 

collegiate student athletes? 

2. What are the common leadership values and behaviors of collegiate student athletes 

and how are they practiced?  

In relation to question one, collegiate student athletes do not experience leadership in staged, 

scaffolded ways as other leadership models present. Their leadership experiences do not align 

with current models of leadership that are staged and scaffolded, as was demonstrated in Chapter 
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4. Instead, they experience leadership through a specific set of leadership values and behaviors 

that are uniquely and collectively cultivated in the context of sport. In relation to question two, 

the common leadership values of collegiate athletes are self-awareness, meaningful relationships, 

selfless commitment, growth mindset and competitive purpose. These are practiced through the 

leadership behaviors of student athlete integrity, modeling, influence, communication, trust, 

unity, sacrifice, resilience, work ethic, and discipline. Student athlete leaders experience 

leadership as both a position and as a process, and meaningful relationships are critical to their 

leadership experience. These findings were further expanded upon in detail in the prior chapter 

and are discussed in the sections that follow as implications for a Student Athlete Leadership 

Identity Development Model.  

Discussion 
 

This chapter proposes a Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development Model based 

upon my research, the existing literature, and my experiences. The model (depicted in Figure 36) 

presents a comprehensive leadership development model that describes the leadership values and 

behaviors specific to the experiences of student athlete leaders. The model includes the 

leadership values of self-awareness, meaningful relationships, selfless commitment, growth 

mindset, and competitive purpose and the leadership behaviors of integrity, modeling, 

communication, influence, trust, unity, sacrifice, resilience, work ethic, and discipline. These 

leadership values and behaviors were shared in the findings of Chapter 4 as the most salient 

themes and sub-themes that emerged from this study. The Student Athlete Leadership Identity 

Development Model provides a comprehensive resource to further define and describe the 

leadership experiences, values and behaviors unique to collegiate student athletes and may be 



219 
 

aligned to existing models or implemented into practice in ways that enrich the leadership 

learning of this student population. 

As depicted in Figure 36, the leadership behaviors are physically aligned above and 

below their corresponding value, and color coded to demonstrate alignment. Three of the 

overarching values are centered in the model as three unique domains. Centered in the model is 

the value of Meaningful Relationships. This value is positioned intentionally to represent that 

leadership and sport is a relationship in itself and to signify the importance of cultivating and 

sustaining meaningful relationships as a self aware, selfless leader. In this regard the value of 

Meaningful Relationships serves as a connection point between the other two values of Self-

Awareness and Selfless Commitment.  They are not depicted as overlapping, but are encircled 

with two additional overarching values of Competitive Purpose and Growth Mindset which are 

positioned as such to demonstrate their relationship across all leadership values and behaviors 

depicted in the model. The proposed Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development Model 

presents a comprehensive leadership development model that describes the leadership values and 

behaviors specific to the experiences of student athlete leaders. These are further detailed and 

discussed in the sections that follow. 
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Figure 36 

Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development Model 

 

 
As outlined in Chapter 2, there are several theoretical models and approaches to define 

and shape the leadership identity development of college students including the Leadership 

Identity Development Model, the Social Change Model, Emotionally Intelligent Leadership and 

Servant Leadership, however, none of them adequately frames the specific leadership identity 

development of collegiate student athletes in the unique way that this model presents (Allen et 

al., 2016; Dugan, 2017; Chelladurai & Riemer, 1998; Fransen et al., 2014; Komives et al., 2006; 

Komives & Wagner, 2017; Northouse, 2019; Salovey et al., 2002; Voight, 2016). However, 

some aspects of the model proposed through this study do harken back to some of the elements 

embedded within existing leadership models including the Leadership Identity Development 
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Model, the Social Change Model, Emotionally Intelligent Leadership and Servant Leadership 

(Allen et al., 2016; Cilente, 2009; Greenleaf, 1970; Komives et al., 2006; Komives & Wagner, 

2017).These aspects include the student athlete leadership values and behaviors of integrity, 

modeling, self-awareness, influence, meaningful relationships, unity, sacrifice and resilience 

which can be found in iterations of previously published leadership models, although not 

cohesively or collectively and often not referenced in the same vernacular this proposed model 

provides (Allen, et al., 2016; Cilente, 2009; Dweck, 2016; George & Sims, 2007; Greenleaf, 

1972; Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991; Komives & Wagner, 2017; Kouzes & Posner, 2007; Ledesma, 

2014; Salovey, et al., 2002; Shankman, 2008). These are reflected in Table 12 and are important 

to note, as components of the existing models referenced in this study may not be comprehensive 

enough to fully represent the student athlete leadership experience, aspects of these existing 

models when appropriately aligned with the Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development 

model presented within this study may still prove to be helpful tools through which to teach and 

engage students in dialogue or programs related to the specific elements of the model.   
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Table 12 

Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development Model Alignment 

Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development 
Model Component 

Alignment to Existing Model 

Integrity Social Change Model: Congruence (Cliente, 

2009); Trait Theory (Kirkpatrick & Locke, 

1991) 

Modeling Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership: 

Model the Way (Kouzes & Posner, 2007) 

Self Awareness Social Change Model: Consciousness of Self 

(Cilente, 2009); Emotional Intelligence: 

Consciousness of Self (Shankman & Allen, 

2008) 

Communication Some alignment within Servant Leadership 

tenets of listening and persuasion (Spears, 

1996) 

Influence Emotional Intelligence: Inspiring Others 

(Shankman & Allen, 2008); Five Practices of 

Exemplary Leadership: Inspiring a Shared 

Vision (Kouzes & Posner, 2007) 

Competitive Purpose Social Change Model: Common Purpose 

(Cilente, 2009); Authentic Leadership: 

Purpose (George & Sims, 2007); no direct 

alignment on competition or aligning 

competition and purpose  
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Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development 
Model Component, cont. 

Alignment to Existing Model, cont. 

Meaningful Relationships Emotional Intelligence: Consciousness of 

Others (Shankman & Allen, 2008) 

Trust No direct alignment  

Unity Social Change Model: Common Purpose 

(Cilente, 2009) 

Sacrifice Servant Leadership (Greenleaf, 1972) 

Resilience  Resilience Theory (Ledesma, 2014) 

Selfless Commitment Servant Leadership (Greenleaf, 1972); Social 

Change Model: Commitment (Cilente, 2009) 

Work Ethic No direct alignment  

Discipline No direct alignment  

Growth Mindset Growth Mindset (Dweck, 2016) 

 

In the sections that follow, each leadership value and corresponding leadership behaviors 

constructed from this study are detailed and further described through the lens of a Student 

Athlete Leadership Identity Development model, with opportunities for alignment with existing 

models noted. 

Self-awareness 

Self-awareness refers to the ability to know and lead yourself exceptionally well. As a 

leadership value, Self-awareness, is inclusive of the following leadership concepts: vulnerability, 

confidence, self-esteem, consciousness of self, authenticity, consistency, congruence, integrity, 

emotional awareness, communication, listening, encouragement, affirmation, giving and 

receiving feedback, motivation, leading by example, initiative, influence, support, energy, joy, 
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charisma, presence, inspiration, engagement, passion, enthusiasm and optimism. In existing 

literature, Self-awareness aligns with the Consciousness of Self elements of both the Social 

Change Model and the Emotional Intelligence Model (Cilente, 2009; Shankman and Allen, 

2008). 

In summary, self aware student athlete leaders know their strengths and areas of 

opportunity, use their authentic voice to show up consistently and confidently in all they do, act 

with integrity and in congruence with their individual and team values, provide clear and 

authentic communication, encouragement and feedback, and serve as a role model or “lead by 

example” by offering motivation, support, influence and inspiration to teammates and 

community members. Self-awareness is to know yourself, manage yourself, and lead yourself in 

a way that positively inspires, influences, and impacts others. A self-aware student athlete leader 

knows what he or she can contribute to the team, both on and off the field or court. He or she 

uses their influence to model the behavior they desire in their teammates and to uphold and 

remain congruent to team values. A self-aware student athlete leader leads with integrity and 

inspires their teammates to do the same. Lastly, a self-aware student athlete leader is able to 

communicate verbally and non-verbally to their teammates, coaches, and constituents in a way 

that represents themselves, their sport, and their university in a positive light. Self-Awareness in 

sport includes the athletic intelligence to step up and step back, and to know your role in the 

context of the larger organization. The leadership behaviors associated with self-awareness 

follow and are depicted in figure 37. 
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Figure 37 

Self-awareness Values and Behaviors 

 

Integrity 
 

To demonstrate integrity, athlete leaders must “walk their talk” and put plainly, do what 

they say they will do. Integrity also represents a student athlete leader’s ability to lead 

themselves honestly and authentically even when no one is watching. It is the ability to always 

strive to do what is honest, just, and true and to uphold one’s personal values despite pressures 

from coaches, teammates, or community members. This leadership behavior is also inclusive of 

other behaviors that emerged categorically in the research such as honesty, consistency, 

congruence, and authenticity. Existing research aligns the leadership behavior of integrity with 

the concept of congruence in the Social Change Model and elements of trait theory (Cliente, 

2009; Kirkpatrick & Locke, 1991). 
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Modeling 
 

Student Athlete leaders must lead by example or model the behavior one desires to see in 

others and the behavior that is reflective of their individual and team values. Oftentimes 

modeling may include arriving to practice early, putting in extra effort, being a positive role 

model and example for younger players and on behalf of the university, and doing the right 

things on and off the court, field, pitch, etc. This leadership behavior is representative of other 

leadership behaviors that emerged categorically in the research including initiative, support, 

engagement, enthusiasm, passion, and optimism. Existing research aligns the leadership behavior 

of modeling with the concept of Model the Way, one of the Five Practices of Exemplary 

Leadership, a popularly referenced transformational leadership approach (Kouzes & Posner, 

2007). 

 
Influence 
 

Influence refers to a leader’s ability to actively and intentionally motivate and inspire 

others to achieve their personal best. It is the ability to inspire change and improvement in others 

and to have an established leadership presence within your team. This leadership behavior is also 

representative of leadership behaviors that categorically emerged in the research including 

motivation, inspiration, and presence. The leadership behavior of influence aligns with existing 

research related to the capacity of Inspiring Others as outlined in the Emotional Intelligence 

Model (Shankman & Allen, 2008) and Inspiring a Shared Vision in Kouzes & Posner’s (2007) 

model.   

Communication 
 

As a leadership behavior, student athlete leaders need to demonstrate strong 

communication skills during team play, practice, and in those moments outside of competition 
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where they are connecting formally and informally with coaches, teammates, and constituents. 

Communication includes verbal and non-verbal communication, encouraging and affirming 

communication, the ability to be the voice of the coaching staff during competition, and the 

ability to listen and take direction. Communication also includes giving and receiving feedback 

and knowing when to speak up and when to step back. This leadership behavior is inclusive of 

other behaviors that categorically emerged in the research including listening, encouragement, 

affirmation, and feedback and partially aligns with existing approaches in Servant Leadership 

related to listening and persuasion (Spears, 1996).  

Meaningful Relationships 

 Meaningful Relationships refers to the ability to cultivate and sustain meaningful 

relationships with teammates, coaches, and community members. It encompasses the values and 

behaviors needed to sustain deep, transformational relationships as well as the outputs of those 

relationships that result in a thriving team. It also represents the concept that sport and leadership 

are both relationships in themselves, and neither can exist without the engagement of others. As 

shared in the previous chapter, this study revealed that student athlete leaders see leadership as 

both a position and as a process. Participants in this study often described the act of leadership 

through a positional lens, describing traits of individuals rather than the aspects of the leadership 

process when asked to define leadership. However, they all agreed that leaders in sport were not 

necessarily those given the title of captain or coach—but those who developed and demonstrated 

specific leadership values and behaviors in the context of sport, and thereby enacted the process 

of leadership through the meaningful relationships they cultivated with coaches and teammates. 

If leadership is indeed both a position and a process, the meaningful relationships value of this 

model is the link between the two. 
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Some of the categories that coalesced to generate this value and its embedded behaviors 

include team, collaboration, unity, trust, respect, empathy, culture, diversity, relationships, 

brotherhood, and sisterhood. 

In summary, meaningful relationships are the foundation of a strong team culture and can 

only be cultivated with intentionality and a spirit of collaboration, trust, and respect. The ability 

to develop meaningful relationships quickly, authentically, willingly, and intentionally is a 

unique leadership behavior that is critical to the student athlete leadership experience. 

Meaningful relationships have the capacity to translate individual athletic success into a thriving, 

synergistic team with the capacity to reach their shared goals and team success. A student athlete 

leader who is able to build and maintain meaningful relationships is able to transform a group of 

strangers into a highly functioning team. They are able to connect and transform individuals into 

a community. The ability to cultivate meaningful relationships involves the ability to build trust 

and unity upon the foundational commonality of sport. The leadership behaviors associated with 

meaningful relationships follow and are depicted in figure 38. The leadership value of 

Meaningful Relationships aligns with existing research on Emotional Intelligence’s 

Consciousness of Others (Shankman & Allen, 2008). 
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Figure 38 

Meaningful Relationships Values and Behaviors 

 

Trust 
 

Within the context of sport, trust among teammates and coaches is critical and is a shared 

experience among student athlete leaders. Trust in this context refers to the unflappable belief 

that one’s teammate is going to uphold their responsibilities and hold sacred their role and the 

livelihood and success of their team. It is the ability to rely upon the integrity of others, to rely 

upon one’s teammates to commit to a shared team culture and team values, to believe one’s 

teammates will consistently show up and do their job, to depend upon one’s teammates to live 

and lead with dignity and respect, and to confidently count on the man or woman to one’s left or 

right. In many sports, trust is also critical to preserving the physical safety or wellbeing of 
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teammates. This leadership behavior is representative of other behaviors that categorically 

emerged in the research including respect, relationships, diversity, safety, and empathy and is not 

tied directly to any existing leadership models referenced in this study. 

Unity 
Like trust, unity is something that student athlete leaders can cultivate over time. It takes 

shape in many different ways, often reflective of team cultures, and can be facilitated by student 

athlete leaders in ways that are both large and small. Unity can show up in team chants, team 

huddles, a team mindset, team culture, or simply in extending a hand to help a teammate up off 

of the court or the field. Unity shows up in how an athlete prepares, how an athlete wins, and 

how an athlete loses. For many student athlete leaders, this can be described as “having your 

back.” This behavior is representative of other leadership behaviors that categorically emerged in 

the research including team, collaboration, loyalty, and culture. Unity finds some alignment in 

existing leadership models with the “common” of the Social Change Model’s Common Purpose 

(Cilente, 2009). 

Selfless Commitment 
 

In the context of leadership in sport, selfless commitment refers to a student athlete’s 

ability to lead selflessly and to commit to something greater than themselves, with the 

dedication, discipline, resilience, and grit needed to overcome any challenges that may come 

their way. Some of the categories that coalesced to generate this value and its embedded 

behaviors include: grit, resilience, work ethic, perseverance, hustle, toughness, selflessness, 

sacrifice, servant leadership, commitment, responsibility, accountability, strength, effort, 

discipline, self-control and dedication. These categories align, somewhat, with the existing 

leadership models: Servant Leadership (Greenleaf, 1972) and the commitment element of the 

Social Change Model (Cilente, 2009).  Selfless commitment reflects a student athlete leader’s 
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unselfish motivation to sacrifice for the greater good and a genuine desire to act for the benefit of 

others. Selfless commitment reflects a student athlete leader’s understanding that their time on 

their team is limited, often less than four years, but their impact can extend beyond their time on 

the team. Selfless commitment is about living and leading your legacy through your sport. A 

student athlete leader who demonstrates selfless commitment is willing to make difficult choices 

for the benefit of their team, and demonstrate grit and resilience in the face of loss and adversity. 

A student athlete leader with selfless commitment will show up to practice early, or stay late 

after a game—modelling strong work ethic and a commitment to their craft. And lastly, a student 

athlete leader with selfless commitment will maintain the discipline and commitment needed to 

hold themselves and their teammates to a higher standard of success. The leadership behaviors 

associated with selfless commitment follow and are depicted in Figure 39. 

Figure 39 

Selfless Commitment Values and Behaviors 
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Sacrifice 
A salient leadership behavior, perhaps more present in the context of sport than in most 

other environments, is the concept of sacrifice. Student athlete leaders sacrifice their time, their 

personal lives, their extracurricular involvement, points scored, minutes played, moments in the 

spotlight, holidays spent with family, vacations, intended academic pursuits, and ultimately their 

bodies all in the name of their sport. To sacrifice, a student athlete leader first needs to be 

committed--committed to their team culture, committed to their sport, committed to their 

teammates, committed to their school, and ultimately committed to leadership. There is no 

sacrifice without commitment, belief or buy in. With that in mind, the leadership behavior of 

sacrifice aligns in part with Servant Leadership (Greenleaf, 1972) and the commitment element 

of the Social Change Model (Cilente, 2009). A true student athlete leader is willing to sacrifice 

for their team--for the greater good. They play without an ego and without a need for personal 

fame or attention. It is one of the most integral, foundational elements of a student athlete 

leader’s DNA. This leadership behavior is representative of other behaviors that emerged 

categorically in the research including commitment, servant leadership, and selflessness.  

Resilience 
Resilience is a critical aspect of a student athlete leader’s success, and is the behavior that 

determines how a student athlete responds to loss and bounces back for the next opportunity. 

While there are many recent works related to resilience in education and in communities 

(Duckworth, 2016; Ledesma, 2014), no existing leadership model includes resilience as a core 

value or leadership behavior. As it relates to student athlete leadership identity development, 

there is no leadership without it. One would be hard-pressed to find a field or experience where 

one has to so frequently and readily fail and get back up again. This leadership behavior is 
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representative of other leadership behaviors that categorically emerged in the research including 

grit, perseverance, toughness, and strength. 

Work Ethic  

Being a student athlete requires a certain level of industriousness and work ethic, and 

student athlete leaders are the individuals on the team to model that expectation for others. Work 

ethic can be demonstrated by leaders as putting in extra time at practice, prioritizing their 

academic pursuits, and giving their full effort in every play, every practice, and every game. 

Student athlete leaders model their work ethic by never giving up, never complaining, and 

always being willing to push harder, farther, faster than the day before. Oftentimes work ethic is 

described in the physicality of sport, but it also relates to a student athlete leader’s commitment 

to watching film, studying plays, and committing to a health and wellness regiment. This 

leadership behavior is representative of other behaviors that emerged categorically in the 

research including hustle and dedication and is not currently referenced in an existing leadership 

model. 

Discipline 

Discipline in sport extends to a student athlete leader’s ability to manage time, 

expectations, and emotional responses. It relates to self-control, timeliness, preparation, self-

management and autonomy.  Discipline as a student athlete leader requires maturity and 

ownership, and it means holding oneself and one’s teammates responsible and accountable for 

their own actions, and inactions despite how challenging circumstances may be. 

This behavior is representative of other leadership behaviors that emerged categorically 

in the research including responsibility, accountability, and self-control. Discipline is not 

currently referenced in an existing leadership model. 
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Growth Mindset 

The concept of having a growth mindset versus a fixed mindset is a consistent theme that 

emerged through this study, so significantly in fact that it has been identified as a leadership 

value that encircles or encompasses all of the others in the Student Athlete Leadership Identity 

Development Model. The placement of growth mindset alongside competitive purpose as a value 

that encircles all others represents its connection to all of the other leadership values and 

behaviors within the model. Growth mindset is often used in elementary and secondary 

education to refer to a student’s belief that they can develop intelligence overtime (Dweck, 

2010). In the context of sport, it refers to a student athlete leader’s ability to engage in deep, 

purposeful learning- both as it relates to leadership and as it relates to their sport (Dweck, 2010). 

Specifically, as an overarching value in this model, growth mindset refers to a student athlete 

leader’s ability to develop skills and abilities, translating to leadership behaviors, through 

dedication, hard work, self-awareness, resilience, and relational chemistry.  

Competitive Purpose 

Competitive purpose refers to the shared purpose of student athlete leaders to perform at 

their personal and team best with the goal of shared success, often framed as winning. The 

joining of the two concepts of competition and purpose into a cohesive value that joins Growth 

Mindset in serving as an overarching value within this model adeptly describes a common 

experience among student athlete leaders who share a competitive purpose. This value in 

particular is unique in the context of leadership, as it positions competition as a positive 

leadership value when aligned with a purposeful goal or cause. At the end of the day, athletes 

want to win. And while winning may not be everything, it is certainly something and is a critical 

aspect of what it means to be a student athlete leader. Even if student athlete leaders do not 
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always win, and they do not, the goal, the purpose is still to strive for winning and to cultivate 

the self-awareness, meaningful relationships, and selfless commitment needed to make winning a 

reality. This value is representative of other leadership and sport concepts that emerged in the 

research including purpose, skill, experience, position, playing time, focus, strategy, tempo, 

alertness, urgency, and winning. While there is no direct linkage of competitive purpose to an 

existing model, purpose aligns with concepts of purpose found in both the Social Change Model 

(Cilente, 2009) and in the Authentic Leadership Model (George & Sims, 2007).  

Implications for Practice 

The findings of this study address the lack of knowledge that specifically defines and 

frames the leadership experiences of collegiate student athletes and fills the historical gap that 

has existed between current leadership models and the lived experiences of the student athlete 

populations (Fransen at al., 2014). These findings also provide a research-based approach to 

address the lack of consistency in student athlete leadership development content delivery, 

program implementation, and measurement of impact or effectiveness (Voight, 2016) by 

proposing a leadership model that more specifically describes the student athlete leadership 

identity experience. Instead of practitioners attempting to apply existing leadership theories and 

models to this sub-population of students in a “one size fits all” approach that vastly underserves 

and underrepresents the unique experiences of this student population (Hall, 2015), this model 

proposes a grounded theory from an exploratory study to describe the leadership values and 

behaviors specific to student athletes. This allows for more explicit and direct engagement of 

student athlete leaders and a framework upon which athletic departments could begin to build a 

system-wide leadership culture to help define and shape both the position and the process of 

leadership in sport. The findings of this study provide valuable and theoretically rooted 
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information for scholars and practitioners to better support the experiences of student athletes 

and for collegiate leadership programs to be strategically structured to meet the unique 

leadership needs of this student population, however, it is worth noting that this is an exploratory 

study based upon the lived experiences of 12 athletes and one institution, so additional empirical 

research is needed before this model can be fully and universally applied. Faculty, staff, coaches, 

and leadership practitioners within higher education can use the Student Athlete Leadership 

Identity Development Model as one resource to better inform and scaffold specific programming 

for student athlete leaders. With additional empirical research, higher education fundraising 

professionals could also communicate the model’s embedded leadership values and behaviors to 

potential funders to demonstrate broad based value and impact, and higher education Career 

Consultants could use this model to express to employers the skills and abilities the student 

athlete population is capable of bringing with them into the workforce. As the body of research 

on this particular model grows, academic programs could be built around this model, thereby 

supporting a number of Kuh’s (2012) high impact practices for student success. Student athlete 

advising programs could also be shaped with this theory in mind. And, perhaps most 

importantly, student athlete leaders would have an extensively and empirically researched 

grounded theory through which to best describe their lived experiences and the value they bring 

to higher education and the community at large.  

My findings support previous research which indicates that student athlete leadership 

behavior supports team success (Worley et al., 2020) and athlete leaders impact team cohesion, 

confidence, and satisfaction (Fransen et al., 2014). However, it also addresses the lack of 

research to specifically indicate what those behaviors are, how they are cultivated, and how they 

are theoretically framed. In short, similar to other subpopulations on college campuses that 
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researchers have demonstrated to have unique experiences in college, the student athlete 

population is a subpopulation that is half-a-million students strong any given year, with no 

existing leadership model to describe their experiences until now. The Student Athlete 

Leadership Identity Development Model also proposes a new concept in leadership and sport in 

the form of Competitive Purpose. This finding presents a new, unique concept to the field and 

provides an opportunity for further research and exploration.  

As leadership can be learned and developed in the context of sport, the Student Athlete 

Leadership Identity Development Model proposed by this study can be used as an initial, 

exploratory theory to better support and frame the student athlete leadership experience on 

college campuses across the world. With additional research to further support the efficacy and 

transferability of the grounded theory and the resulting model, if implemented effectively, this 

model could serve as a jumping off point for the development of half-a-million collegiate student 

athletes each year and the collegiate athlete experience on the whole (NCAA, 2020). This 

grounded theory could help to more intentionally frame student athlete development programs, 

the roles of coaches and captains, and approach leadership learning through situated and social 

learning models. Specifically, if the values and behaviors identified within the model are woven 

throughout a student athlete’s experience and taught through the lens of situated and social 

learning, and within a community of practice, deeper leadership learning and practice can occur. 

While this leadership learning and practice as framed within the context of the Student Athlete 

Leadership Identity Development Model undoubtedly has benefits specific to individual student 

leaders, the participants in this study would also suggest that this leadership learning would have 

an overall impact on team culture and success as Worley’s (2020) earlier research indicates. This 

presents an opportunity for further research. 
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Specific implications for practice related to student development, leadership learning, and 

engagement of coaches and captains in relation to this grounded theory follow. 

Student Development 
 

As Weaver’s research has indicated, leadership programming and education has 

increased across college campuses, yet intercollegiate athletics is still relatively new to 

implementing a leadership development program or integrating leadership models into daily 

practice (Weaver, 2015). The participants in this study indicated, similar to what existing 

research has already informed, that universities do not consistently provide specific leadership 

training to student athletes, often due to their already packed schedules, lack of departmental 

talent or divisional buy-in, or the all-too-often limited resources (Chelladurai & Riemer, 1998; 

Fransen et al., 2014). In a best-case scenario, an alumni student athlete who was able to advance 

to the next level of their athletic career will come back and share their lessons learned, but there 

has not historically been a leadership model or theoretical foundation to inform these 

conversations (Chelladurai & Riemer, 1998; Fransen et al., 2014) and most participants in this 

study admitted to never having experienced any formal leadership programming through their 

sport. Likely due to the lack of having a consistent or researched framework or model in place, a 

number of universities around the country have attempted to facilitate their own student athlete 

leadership development programs with no standard, or student-athlete specific leadership identity 

development model in place. This number is on the rise and has been met with varying degrees 

of success (Voight & Hickey, 2016). The Student Athlete Identity Development Model that has 

resulted from this study could provide a model to serve as a foundational cornerstone for student 

athlete development programs around the country. Programs will no longer have to rely on 

untrained staff, or overloaded campus partners who do not have the content expertise that 
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requires knowledge of both the student athlete experience, and leadership theory. Instead, the 

resulting model from this study could inform scholars, practitioners, coaches, students, athletic 

staff, and advisors alike so that student athletes are receiving a comprehensive, consistent, and 

intentional leadership identity development experience specific to their needs. In Voight & 

Hickey’s (2016) content analysis of NCAA Division 1 leadership programs it was revealed that 

75% of Division 1 student athletes were offered no leadership identity development experiences 

at all. Of the 25% who were, the delivery was inconsistent across a variety of delivery methods. 

Table 13 includes recommendations for how programs may implement this model within their 

athletic programs. These are not exclusive of all implementation options and are not mutually 

exclusive of each other, but does provide an initial roadmap to translate the grounded theory into 

practice at varying levels of engagement, remembering that this study is only intended to 

produce a grounded theory, resulting in a partial model, that without further empirical research 

may not fully apply to all athletic programs, sports, or collegiate athletic structures.  

Table 13 

Student Athlete Identity Development Implementation Strategies 

Level 1: Passive Implementation 

This includes light touch-points throughout a student athlete’s experience to expose them to 
the model and to create co-curricular experiences based on the model that students may elect 
to engage in. 
 Introduce the Model to Athletic Department Faculty and Staff  

 Introduce the Model to athletes in a meeting or workshop 

 Plan co-curricular events based on the model (thematic speaker series, workshop, etc.) 

 Build the model into existing award structures 

 Facilitate a community wide common-read or conference for student athletes that 
focuses on an aspect or aspects of the model 
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Level 2: Targeted Implementation  

This includes more targeted approach to implementation, focusing on providing curricular 
and co-curricular opportunities to engage specific roles, age groups, teams, or organizations. 
It is possible to facilitate a passive and targeted implementation simultaneously (passive for 
all, but targeted for captains, for example). Some or all could be simultaneously implemented 
from this list, dependent upon interest and investment.  
 Identity a specific group or groups within the student athlete community and provide 

more robust, targeted engagement within the model. Groups could include: first year 
athletes, seniors, student athlete advisory committee members, nominees per sport, 
captains, redshirt athletes, a specific team, etc.  

 Identify a specific group of staff who can target student support within the model and 
provide training for them to embed the model within their practice (student athlete 
academic support staff, coaching staff, career advisors, counseling staff, etc.) 

 Identify (or allow students to self-identify or solicit nominations from coaches) a 
population to engage in more targeted Student Athlete Identity Development curricular 
implementation including an academic leadership course built upon the elements of the 
Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development Model. The course would be a 
survey course which would lightly cover all content in the course of a semester. 

 Identify (or allow students to self-identify or solicit nominations from coaches) a 
population to engage in a service-learning immersion program which allows 
participants to engage the model in a service-oriented setting (local or abroad). 

 Identify (or allow students to self-identify or have nominations from coaches) a 
population to engage in more targeted Student Athlete Identity Development co-
curricular programs including a series of skill-development workshops built 
specifically upon the elements of the Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development 
Model. The workshop series would include a weekly engagement that would extend 
over a 15-week (semester long) period, culminating in an opportunity for celebration 
and recognition. 

 
Level 3: Holistic Implementation  

This includes a fully integrated approach by the entire athletic department that offers both 
depth and breadth of content and engagement related to the Student Athlete Leadership 
Identity Development Model. This becomes part of the department’s culture and all athletes 
and athletic department staff are active participants and stewards of the model. 
 Introduce the Model to Athletic Department Faculty and Staff with expectations for 

how they integrate it into their work.  
 Hire a Student Athlete Leadership Coordinator or embed this role into an existing 

position so there is ownership in enacting the model holistically 
 Introduce the Model to all athletes in a meeting or launch workshop; reinforce the 

model in team meetings and set team goals and expectations based upon the model. 
 Recruit new athletes and staff using the model as the leadership framework for the 

department 
 Embed in new athlete and new athletic staff orientation 
 Brand athletic events and opportunities using the model 
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 Engage teams in a common-read focusing on one element of the model every semester 
 Develop an internal system (co-curricular transcript, etc.) to track student participation 

in the model 
 Scaffold the content so that students experience different aspects of the model in 

different years of their eligibility: 
o Year 1: Selfless Commitment and Competitive Purpose  
o Year 2: Meaningful Relationships 
o Year 3: Growth Mindset  
o Year 4: Self-awareness 

 Embed Year 1 content within a first-year seminar course that all students participate in 
 Embed Year 2 content within a retreat or teambuilding day and through a mentorship 

program  
 Embed Year 3 content in a yearlong workshop series or quarterly conference and in 

advising conversations with career/academic advisors and coaches  
 Embed Year 4 content in a senior capstone leadership course for student athletes (look 

for academic partners in sport management, business/management, liberal studies, 
communications, or leadership departments to help support) 

 

Leadership Learning 
 

While learning is often considered a formal activity that happens in a classroom, the 

findings of this study imply that leadership learning also occurs in the context of one’s sport. 

This aligns with Lave’s (2009) work previously addressed in Chapter 2 which suggests that 

learning is situated, embedded within one’s activity, context, and culture. Situated learning 

theory attempts to bridge the gap between education and application and asserts that learning 

occurs through practice, specifically communities of practice that are often influenced by a social 

theory of learning (Lave, 2009; Wenger, 2015). The implications of this study related to situated 

learning would indicate that leadership learning in sport occurs through practice in the context of 

sport, within a sport-based community of practice. As Lave (2009) posits, situated learning 

theory defines learning as knowledge that occurs in an authentic context and incorporates social 

engagement and collaboration. In this study the authentic context is sport, and the team 

environment promotes social engagement and collaboration. Specifically, the findings of this 

study support the work of Masika & Jones (2015) which suggests that over time, when examined 
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through the lens of social learning theory, learning becomes less formal and more dynamic 

connecting community, practice, meaning, and identity in a way that produces engagement, 

alignment, and imagination. Specific to this study, informal learning occurs through the 

connections of the athletic community, the practice of leading in sport, making meaning of your 

leadership experiences in sport, and cultivating a student athlete leadership identity. 

Situated learning involves communities of practice which are formed when individuals 

share a process of collective learning and in doing so their shared passion or commitment propels 

them to learn more and do better as a result (Wenger, 2009). The findings of this study align with 

Kirk & Kinchin’s (2004) specific identification of the community of sport as a community of 

practice, as team members relate their learning to the community of sport as a whole, the 

community of their specific sport, and even in some instances the community of their specific 

position. This aligns with the prior findings of Christensen et al. (2011) who suggest sport-based 

communities of practice may take form via a team-based community of practice, and a smaller 

position-specific community of practice. This study also aligns with Christensen et al.’s (2011) 

previous findings related to sport-based communities of practice which suggests that teams 

develop a culture that results in collective stories, skills, expectations, language, symbology, songs, 

and concepts that define and drive their community through the context of their sport. These skills, 

expectations, and concepts within a community of practice are well aligned with leadership skills, 

expectations, and concepts that each of this study’s participants shared as significant to their lived 

leadership experience in sport.  

Lastly, Kirk & MacDonald (1998) assert that situated learning allows educators to expand 

their focus on the learner from an isolated individual to the social settings that “construct and 

constitute the individual as a learner” (p. 380). Their testament to learning as social in nature, refers 
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to the interactions between the learners and others, as well as with the environment itself. The 

implications of this study should be used to help educators identify sport as the social setting that 

constructs and constitutes student athlete leaders as learners. In doing so, practitioners can cultivate 

student athlete leaders within their communities of practice to leverage the social context of sport 

as a powerful vehicle for leadership learning and meaning making through the use of the Student 

Athlete Leadership Identity Development Model. This can be done through embedding the model 

intentionally into team meetings, guided reflection, intentional programming, retreat settings, 

common-reads, experiential learning opportunities, and simply by providing student athletes and 

those who support them with the Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development model as one 

limited resource that may help to promote leadership learning in communities of practice through 

the use of a grounded theory approach.  

Coaches and Captains 
 

Until this point, lacking a leadership identity development model specific to student 

athletes, researchers have demonstrated that student athlete leaders tend to be identified most 

often as the team’s skilled performers, individuals with critical playing positions, and/or the 

team’s veteran players (Duguay, 2018). As this study has demonstrated that student athlete 

leaders do not exclusively see the team’s most skilled or most experienced athletes as the 

legitimate leaders of their teams, the findings of this study imply that many teams require a 

culture shift related to how leadership is seen, understood, and experienced within sport. As the 

participants in this study see leadership as both a position and a process, coaches should consider 

ways to cultivate leadership at all levels within the team, and not presume or align it only with 

those seen as having the most experience or athletic talent.  
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Additionally, the findings of this study align with Weaver’s (2015) research which 

indicates that the athletic team and departmental structures tend to promote the slow growth of a 

student athlete, which allows for the emphasized growth of the positional leader. Many athletes 

in this study suggested that while leadership exists at all levels within team settings, that 

oftentimes it goes unnoticed due to existing structural barriers. The findings of this study align 

with Weaver’s (2015) suggestions that the role and selection of team captain is an example of 

hierarchical, positional leadership that one may witness in sport, but that these roles often come 

with no instruction, development, skill, or competency needed to navigate unfamiliar leadership 

terrain. This study would further imply that team captain roles are often seen as unnecessary and 

superfluous with no more responsibility than identifying team uniforms for practice, however, 

the findings related to the captain role were inconsistent in this study and are the subject of future 

research. Ultimately, this study would suggest that if captains are used on teams that they are 

used with intent and expected impact. As Weaver (2015) suggests, these positional leaders 

should be given adequate leadership training to be successful in these given leadership roles and 

the Student Athlete Leadership Identity Development Model provides a framework through 

which to deliver this training and the expected leadership values and behaviors associated with 

their positional leadership role.  

As it relates to growth mindset, a 2008 study of leadership in NCAA coaching staff 

revealed that growth mindset impacted coaching style and positions (Chase, Galli, Myers, and 

Machida, 2008). Specifically, this study revealed that head coaches perceived their coaching 

ability through a growth mindset and assistant coaches viewed their leadership ability through a 

fixed mindset (Chase et al., 2008). The implications of this are vast, as previous research 

indicates that coaches with a fixed mindset may not have long-term athletic success in the form 
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of wins, and that these coaches struggle to improve, thereby creating leadership cultures with 

their athletes built upon fear and lack of effort (Chase, 2010). As the findings of this study 

indicate and previous research supports, a growth mindset in a team environment is critical for 

leadership to occur, and that mindset is important in students and coaches alike.  

Ultimately, this study informs some and reminds others that being a star athlete and a star 

leader are not synonymous and supports existing research which suggests that coaches should 

cultivate opportunities to share leadership responsibilities with student athletes beyond the 

traditional, positional leadership role of captain (Weaver, 2015). This model can be used to 

support coach performance and captain engagement by providing common leadership values and 

behaviors upon which to create a team leadership culture that extends from the coach, to the 

captains, to players, and recruits. Coaches can use the model to select captains, and captains can 

use the model to inform their own leadership learning and to better understanding the leadership 

identity experiences of their teammates through formal and informal opportunities for reflection 

and practice.  

Future Research  

This study was conducted in the year following the onset of the global COVID-19 

pandemic which had substantial impacts on higher education and intercollegiate athletics. 

Undoubtedly, this impacted participation, team culture, and resulting data. The impact of 

COVID-19 on the experience of student athletes, athletic programs as a whole, and the 

leadership experiences of student athletes provides a wealth of opportunity for future research 

within this field, as it likely does for many others. 

Additionally, this study only describes the leadership experiences of intercollegiate 

athletes competing in NCAA Division 1 team sports enrolled at a mid-size urban, public 
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institution in the mid-south. There is tremendous opportunity for further research on this model, 

and on the values and behaviors embedded within this model, to determine its applicability and 

efficacy across student athlete leader populations. Further empirical research is needed to 

determine its applicability to a wider range of students and sports. Further research is also needed 

to determine the unique impacts of this model as it relates to specific populations of student 

athletes including race, nationality, gender, and class. Additionally, as this study did not engage 

student athletes at smaller, public, faith based, or rural institutions or athletes at the high school 

or professional level there is opportunity to further research the application of this model to those 

specific populations. 

 Additional concepts that came up in this study that would provide fodder for additional 

research include the concept of negative leadership in sport, leadership in individual sports 

versus leadership in team sports, first year leadership experiences of student athletes, and the 

leadership experiences of team captains within the context of the Student Athlete Leadership 

Identity Development Model. Additional quantitative research along this topic would also 

provide additional knowledge, particularly research that could translate the model into a valid 

and reliable assessment tool to measure leadership identity development of student athletes using 

an instrument similar to the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator or the Leadership Practices Inventory. 

Lastly, further research on the newly introduced concept of Competitive Purpose, would provide 

greater knowledge to the field on this particular phenomenon and the impact it has in collegiate 

athletics and student athlete leadership identity development.  

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, leadership is as complex as the student athlete leaders who practice it. 

And, just as these students train and condition and refine their skill set and build their muscle 
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mass to excel in their sport, leadership is a muscle that can also be grown, developed, trained, 

and refined. This study demonstrates that collegiate student athletes experience leadership in 

unique ways specific to the context of sport. Unlike other leadership identity development 

models, they do not experience leadership in staged, scaffolded ways that other models present. 

Instead, they experience leadership through a specific set of leadership values and behaviors that 

are uniquely and collectively cultivated in the context of sport. These leadership values and 

behaviors are reflected in the Grounded Theory Student Leadership Identity Development model 

created through this study. This model can be used to frame student athlete leadership 

development experiences, refine, and reimagine the roles of coaches and captains, and to teach 

leadership to student athlete leaders through the lens of situated and social learning theory. This 

model can transform the experience of student athlete leaders, cultures of athletic departments, 

leadership structures of teams and coaching staffs, and ultimately the perceived value of sport in 

higher education and in the workforce, as graduating student athlete leaders transition out of the 

collegiate environment. As this study demonstrates, leadership is not only for the most 

athletically skilled, most seasoned, or most title-laden individuals. Leadership is everyone’s job, 

and is everyone’s opportunity, and cultivating leadership within sport can have powerful impacts 

on our students, campus, and community if we structure it with intent and through meaningful, 

theoretically informed practice.   
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