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ABSTRACT 

EXAMINING COACHING STYLES: UNDERSTANDING HOW LEADERSHIP 
STYLE IMPACTS ATHLETE’S MOTIVATION, CONFIDENCE LEVEL, AND 

SATISFACTION AT THE COLLEGIATE LEVEL 
 

Juan Perez 

 

A good coach can change a game. A great coach can change a life. There are a variety of 

different coaching styles all over the world. Each coaching style has its benefits and 

drawbacks on the impact it can have on an athlete. The study examined how coaching 

leadership style impacts an athlete's confidence, motivation, and satisfaction. Current 

collegiate athletes and former collegiate athletes were emailed a 103-question online 

survey focused on athlete perception of coaching style and how that impacts motivation, 

confidence, and satisfaction. The survey used The Leadership Scale for Sports (LSS), 

Vealey’s Trait Sport-Confidence Inventory (TSCI), Athlete Satisfaction Questionnaire 

(ASQ), and Perceived Motivational Climate in Sport Questionnaire (PMCSQ-2). Results 

showed that more athletes in the CCAA experienced an authoritarian coaching style 

(M=102.75, SD=4.55), secondly democratic coaching style (M=101.38, SD=12.86), and 

the least number of athletes were coached under a coach with a laissez-faire style 

(M=105.20, SD=8.84). There was no significant difference in the type of coaching style 

an athlete participated under and their level of confidence or motivation. There was a 

main effect on coaching leadership style and athlete level of satisfaction (p= 0.030). 

Democratic coaching style had the most favorable satisfaction level. In sports teams with 
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a diverse group of members, including managers, coaches, and athletes, leadership comes 

in different styles. Effective leadership has the power to boost confidence, inspire 

motivation, and create an atmosphere of satisfaction in sports. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Coaches have a significant impact on the character development of the athletes 

whom they coach based on the environment they provide (Côté & Gilbert, 2009). 

Athletes spend significant time with their coaches and athletic peers which impacts how 

athletes develop both in and outside of sport (Froyen & Pensgaard, 2014). Athletes’ 

satisfaction has been observed as a key reflection of coaching characteristics, such as 

coaches’ personality (Yang et al., 2015), physical behaviors (Davis et al., 2019), and 

leadership style (Kim et al., 2020). Coaches may use different tactics and motivational 

techniques to encourage athletes and each athlete may respond more or less favorable to a 

particular coaching leadership style. It is easy to point to examples of a great leader, 

though it is more difficult to determine what makes them such great leaders (Weinberg & 

Gould, 2003). Leadership is generally defined as the behavioral process of influencing 

the activities of organized individuals and groups toward specific goals and the 

achievement of those goals (Northouse, 2010). A variety of different leadership styles are 

widely used among leaders in business, sports, and politics (Farh & Cheng, 2000). For 

example, leadership style is the driver in a project manager’s rate of success or failure 

and occurs across every level in all businesses (Ojokuku et al., 2012). Motivating team 

members and building relationships are paramount in ensuring a successful project. The 

leadership style used by a manager directly influences the team members’ execution and 

performance, as well as motivates the team to reach the organization’s goal(s) (Ojokuku 

et al., 2012). In complex organizations with multiple members including; managers, 
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coaches, athletes, parents, amateurs, and referees, there are no incorrect leadership styles 

(Liderazgo, 2010), although positive relationships between coaches and athletes have 

been widely recognized as a key for success and satisfaction in the sports setting (Kalin et 

al., 2015) and athlete’s experience (Bartholomew et al.,2009). 

Jowett (2007) defines the coach-athlete relationship as a unique interpersonal 

relationship in which athletes’ and coaches’ feelings, thoughts, and behaviors are 

mutually and causally interconnected. Additionally, Rajabi (2012) reported that coaches 

who demonstrated effective leadership improved their athlete’s performance, motivation, 

and sports satisfaction. These same outcomes of improved performance (Nikaien et al. 

2013), motivation (Vidic & Burton 2011), and sport satisfaction (Rajabi 2012) were 

reported by multiple authors. Further, Jowett and colleagues (2017) identified several 

theories to determine the most effective coaching approaches that allow a sports team to 

find success based on the coach's leadership style. A significant element of the coaching 

process is the coaching behavior, which impacts athlete’s motivation, performance, focus, 

and emotions (Moen et al., 2015). Three prominent coaching leadership styles are the 

democratic coaching style, authoritarian coaching style, and laissez-faire coaching style. 
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Coaching styles 

Democratic 

The democratic leadership style, also referred to as cooperative leadership style 

(Martens, 2012), involves the coach providing opportunities for the athletes to participate 

in group decision-making processes, such as practice schedule, game strategies, and team 

rosters (Lee 2017). Reported advantages democratic coaches include sharing the 

organization's vision and recognizing the importance of the team in achieving 

organizational goals, and team members feeling valued (Giltinane 2013). This approach 

may also encourage creativity, problem-solving, and professional growth among team 

members (Giltinane 2013). Democratic leadership style entails disadvantages such as the 

time that it may take to make a decision when considering input from the members 

(Salomone, 2015), and the potential for conflicts with athletes that may lead to disrespect 

and disobedience (Foels et al., 2000). 

Authoritarian 

Authoritarian leadership, also known as command leadership (Martens, 2012), 

refers to the leaders’ behavior that asserts absolute authority over athletes, tightly 

controlling them and even demanding their unconditional obedience (Cheng et al., 2014). 

With their “Do what I say” behaviors, authoritarian leaders strive to ensure that followers 

will comply with rules and fulfill duties wholeheartedly (Aryee, 2007). While this 
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coaching style may lend to positive performance outcomes in some athletes, the lack of 

encouragement associated with authoritarian leaders may impede athlete’s motivation 

from the psychological level, which may negatively impact the coach athlete relationship 

(Mallett, 2005). 

Laissez-faire 

Laissez-Faire leaders, also known as submissive leaders (Martens, 2012) refers to 

the French phrase meaning "let people do as they choose", where the coach allows team 

members to work on their own and make their own decisions (Hodgkinson, 2009). 

Laissez-faire leadership allows athletes to take charge of creating policies and 

procedures, therefore boosting confidence, satisfaction, loyalty, creativity, innovation, 

and professional growth (Cherry, 2022). Laissez-Faire leaders do not give direction or 

make decisions for the team nor “take a stand”, leading some athletes/teams to perceive 

the coach as uninterested and uninvolved (Avolio et al., 1999). 

Confidence 

Coaches play a critical role in the development of their athletes (Benson & Scales, 

2009). Team and individual performances depend on coaches who have prepared in many 

areas, including fostering confidence in their athletes (Irwin, Hanton, & Kerwin, 2004). 

The ability of a coach to instill confidence in their players is one of the key ingredients 

for a successful team and season. Confidence as it relates to sport refers to the belief in 

oneself and one’s abilities to meet the demands of the sport (Manzo, Silva, & Mink, 
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2001). Confidence helps athletes achieve greater potential, enhance risk taking, increase 

effort and motivation, overcome fear, sharpen focus, handle intimidation, and cope with 

negative emotions (Cohn, 2023). The world of sport recognizes the importance that 

confidence has on success (Vealey & Chase, 2008) as an athlete can be extremely gifted, 

although if they lack confidence, they may never reach their full potential. However, a 

lack of confidence has been associated with anxiety, depression, and feelings of 

dissatisfaction (Vealey, 1986). Elite athletes have revealed that confidence affects their 

performance through their thoughts, behaviors, and feelings (Hays et al. 2009). Coaches, 

as team leaders, are responsible for encouraging confidence and developing self-belief. 

Factors that influence confidence in sports include the organizational culture in which the 

athletes are engaged, the characters of athletes, and their demographic features (Vealey et 

al., 1998). When athletes are provided with positive feedback by their coach, there is an 

increase in their confidence and motor abilities (Guerrant & Gonzalez, 2017). 

Sport Leadership 

Each coaching style provides specific benefits and disadvantages and will often 

be interpreted or perceived differently by each individual athlete (Becker 2009). Earlier 

studies show the relationship between coaching leadership styles and the impact on 

athletes. However, the intersect between confidence, motivation, and satisfaction in 

NCAA Division II athletes has yet to be examined. Therefore, the purpose of this study is 

to investigate how athlete motivation, satisfaction, and confidence are impacted based on 

coaching styles. This study will specifically focus on athletes participating in the 
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California State University System Athletics (CCAA). The researchers believe athletes 

who are coached under a democratic leadership style will have higher levels of 

confidence, satisfaction, and motivation compared to those athletes coached under 

authoritarian and laissez-faire. 
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METHODS 

Participants 

Collegiate athletes (N=38) from the California Collegiate Athletic Association 

(CCAA) were recruited for this study. Athletes represented a wide variety of sports, 

institutions and competitive playing levels throughout the CCAA conference. 

Recruitment emails with the survey link were emailed to the faculty athletic 

representatives (FARS) in the athletic department’s compliance office to be distributed to 

all athletes at the respective institutions. Participants anonymously completed the 

informed consent form and were allowed to take the survey at the location of their choice. 

All data procedures were approved by the California Polytechnic University, Humboldt 

Institutional Review Board. 

The Leadership Scale for Sports  

Section A of the survey consisted of the Leadership Scale for Sports (LSS) which 

is a questionnaire made up of 40 items that are divided into 5 subscales. Thirteen items 

relate to Training and Instruction, 9 items relate to Democratic Behavior, 5 items relate to 

Autocratic Behavior, 8 items relate to Social Support, and 5 items relate to Positive 

Feedback. The LSS is designed as Likert type Questionnaire (1-never to 5-always), which 

is designed to assess athlete perception on their coaches coaching style. The LSS has 

been used in a variety of contexts to measure leadership in sport and the relationship 
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between leadership and other variables. Chelladurai (1990) identified two main purposes 

for which the LSS has been used. It has been used to study Athletes' Preference for 

specific leader behavior (Chelladurai et al., 1984) and Athletes' Perceptions of their 

coaches' behavior (Chelladurai et al., 1988). Preferred leader behavior refers to actual 

behaviors favored by athletes. Athletes' perceptions of leader behavior are similar to 

required leader behavior, and Coaches' perception of their own leader behavior relates to 

the actual behavior of the coach. To reduce redundancy, 13 questions were omitted and 

only 27 questions out of the 40 were used. Three experts in the field served as reviewers 

and determined that the questionnaire validity remained despite omitting questions. 

Vealey's Trait Sport- Confidence Inventory 

In section B, Vealey’s Trait Sport- Confidence Inventory (TSCI) was used to 

measure the degree of certainty that individuals usually possess about their ability to 

succeed in sport. This will allow athletes to think about how self-confident they are when 

competing in their sport. The Trait Sports Confidence Inventory (Vealey, 1986) contains 

13 questions and is designed to assess how confident an athlete “generally” feels. 

Athletes are asked to compare their self-confidence to the most confident athlete they 

know. The items are measured on a 4-point Likert scale where 4 means “very confident” 

(100% confident), 3 means “confident” (≥75% confident), 2 means “slightly confident” 

(50% confident), and 1 means “not confident” (0% confident). To reduce redundancy, 3 

questions were omitted and only 10 questions out of the 13 were used. Three experts in 

the field served as reviewers and determined that the questionnaire validity remained 

despite omitting questions. 



9 
 

  

Athlete Satisfaction Questionnaire 

In Section C, the Athletic Satisfaction Questionnaire (ASQ) was used. Riemer and 

Chelladurai (1998) developed the ASQ to assess athlete perceptions of satisfaction on 

multiple dimensions. This instrument is designed specifically for use with intercollegiate 

athletes as a way for organizations to measure effectiveness of coaches and 

administrators. The ASQ consists of 56 items that assess important components of an 

athlete’s experience in sport, including: performance, leadership, the team, the 

organization, and the individual. The survey includes 15 different subscales that could 

affect an athlete’s ratings of satisfaction including: individual performance, team 

performance, ability utilization, strategy, personal treatment, training and instruction, 

team task contribution, team social contribution, ethics, team integration, personal 

dedication, budget, medical personnel, academic support services, and external agents. 

Responses are rated on a Likert scale from 1 to 4 where 4 means “extremely satisfied” 

(100% satisfied); 3 means “satisfied” (≥75% satisfied); 2 means “slightly satisfied” (50% 

satisfied), and 1 means “not at all satisfied” (0% satisfied). To reduce redundancy, 31 

questions were omitted and only 25 questions out of the 56 were used. Three experts in 

the field served as reviewers and determined that the questionnaire validity remained 

despite omitting questions. 

Perceived Motivational Climate in Sport Questionnaire (PMCSQ-2) 

In the final section the Perceived Motivational Climate in Sport Questionnaire 

was used. The PMCSQ-2 is a questionnaire designed to evaluate athletes’ perception of 

the motivational climate created by their coach in the sports context. It is a 33-item 
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questionnaire that presents two high-order scales (ego-involving and task-involving) with 

three subscales each (punishment for mistakes, unequal recognition, and intra-team 

member rivalry subscales in the ego-involving scale and cooperative learning, important 

role, and effort/improvement subscales in the task-involving scale), with each item being 

evaluated using a 5-point Likert scale (1 =not at all motivated., 5 =extremely motivated). 

No questions were omitted and 33 questions out of the 33 were used.  
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RESULTS 

There was a total of 95 initial responses, of which only 38 CCAA athletes 

completed the survey. The mean age of participants was 21 years (± 1.8), ranging from 

18 to 25. There were 20 female (53%) and 18 male athletes (47%) in the CCAA who 

completed the survey. The athletes that participated in the survey were from basketball 

(3%), cross country (3%), track and field (3%), soccer (65%), softball (18%), and 

volleyball (8%). Almost 37% of the participants participated in CCAA sports for one 

year, 18% for 2 years, 18% for 3 and 4 years, and 8% for more than 4 years.  
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Table 1. Demographics. 

Sex Female 
Male 

20 
18 

Age Mean (SD) 21(1.8) 
Sport Basketball  

Cross Country  
Track and field 
Soccer 
Softball 
Volleyball 

3% 
3% 
3% 
65% 
18% 
8% 

Ethnicity Asian or Asian-American  5%  
Black or African American  3%  
Latino, Hispanic, or Spanish  26%  
Latino, Hispanic, or Spanish,  
Asian or Asian-American,  
American Indian or Alaskan Native  

 
 
3%  

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander  

 
3%  

White  37%  
White, American Indian or Alaskan 
Native  

 
3%  

White, Asian or Asian-American  5%  
White, Black or African American  3%  
White, Latino, Hispanic, or Spanish  8% 

 

The statistical program, JASP (2023) was used to interpret the results from the 

survey that was sent out to CCAA athletes. A one-way ANOVA was used to determine 

the impact of coaching style on the athlete’s confidence, motivation, and satisfaction. 

Based on direct identification of coaching style by athletes, descriptive statistics showed 

that more athletes in the CCAA experienced an authoritarian coaching style (n=20), 

secondly democratic coaching style (n=13), and the fewest number of athletes were 

coached under a coach with a laissez-faire style (n=5). There was no significant 

difference in the type of coaching style an athlete participated under and their level of 
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confidence or motivation. The Brown-Forsythe test was used due to the data being 

skewed between coaching styles, reporting a p value of 0.11 and 0.86, respectively. 

Descriptive statistics showed that there was not a significant difference between 

Authoritarian coaching style (M =28.45, SD =5.38), Democratic coaching style (M 

=31.38, SD =4.99), and Laissez-Faire coaching style (M =32.20, SD =3.49).  

Table 2. Total of coaching styles. 

Democratic Authoritarian Laissez-Faire 

13 20 5 

 

There was a main effect on coaching leadership style and athlete level of 

satisfaction, F(2,30) = 3.97, p = 0.030. Democratic coaching style had the most favorable 

satisfaction level (M =69.07, SD =11.45), followed by laissez-faire (M =64.40, SD 

=8.44), then followed by authoritarian (M =57.80, SD =15.19). 

 

Figure 1. Satisfaction.  
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DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how athlete motivation, satisfaction, 

and confidence are impacted based on coaching styles. The researchers believe athletes 

who are coached under a democratic leadership style will have higher levels of 

confidence, satisfaction, and motivation compared to those athletes coached under 

authoritarian and laissez-faire. Results documented no significant difference in the level 

of confidence and motivation an athlete had with different coaching styles. Previous 

studies have shown that athletes had higher levels of motivation under authoritarian 

leadership style (Prasetiyo, 2022). However, the result from this current study do not 

correlate with those findings. Democratic coaching style had the most favorable level of 

satisfaction which supports the hypothesis, significantly impacting athlete satisfaction. 

These results are similar to other studies (Harris,1996; Jin et al, 2022) and suggest that 

democratic coaching positively impacts athlete satisfaction, motivation, and confidence. 

These findings are also consistent with prior literature (Calvo & Topa, 2019) which show 

that athletes who were coached under authoritarian leadership style showed a negative 

correlation with satisfaction and athletes coached under democratic leadership style had 

higher satisfaction levels. Previous research has shown that coaching leadership that is 

democratic increased athlete satisfaction levels which, in turn, decreased the likelihood of 

athletes quitting (Pido, 2014). 

In the current study, athletes were offered a survey to evaluate their levels of 

confidence, motivation, and satisfaction across different coaching styles. At the end of 
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the survey, athletes were given the opportunity to indicate the coaching style they 

experienced from their coach. There was a total of 95 initial responses, of which, only 38 

CCAA athletes completed the survey. The results showed that there were 20 

authoritarian, 13 democratic, and 5 laissez-faire responses for coaching style. Researchers 

have shown that the democratic coaching style is preferred over the authoritarian style 

(Witte, 2011; Jin et al, 2022) and is consistently ranked as one of the top coaching 

leadership styles. In contrast more athletes rated their coach as having an authoritarian 

leadership style (20) in the current study. In this analysis, researchers opted not to analyze 

the LSS and instead relied on direct identification to obtain the desired results. It's 

possible that athletes might not have accurately evaluated their coach. The coaching style 

and education of Division II schools may be impacted due to inexperienced coaches 

compared to Division I schools. The study found that only a small number of athletes 

were coached under laissez-faire leadership. Previous studies show the laissez-faire 

coaching style being used more in youth sports teams and organizations (Parker 2010; 

Michalski, 2022). 

Prior research shows a difference between motivation levels and leadership style 

which does not support the results of the current study (Jin et al, 2022). This current study 

determined there was no significant difference in the leadership style and the level of 

athlete motivation. Additionally, in this current study there was no significant difference 

in coaching style and confidence level. This result is surprising as previous research 

shows that coaching style can influence confidence and motivation within an athlete 

(Sernek, 2016). A reason for both results can possibly be due to the small sample size of 
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athletes that were involved in the study as prior research has examined this with much 

larger sample sizes (e.g. 97, Sernek, 2016). With further analysis of the LSS, results may 

show a greater impact. 

It is possible that the results are due to the difference in coaching leadership style 

that was recorded for each athlete. Each athlete had the opportunity to evaluate their 

coach as democratic. authoritarian, or laissez-faire leadership which only shows the 

perception of one athlete on that sports coach. Most of the survey respondents were first 

year athletes (37%) and may not have had as much experience or time spent with their 

coach. Only 18% of respondents reported 3-4 years of sport participation, with just 8% 

reporting more than 4 years. Having more athletes who had more experience around their 

coach could have shown different results. For example, in previous studies athletes were 

asked if they have been around their coach for more than three months (Thurston, 2017). 

This is an important question because first-year athletes have had only three months with 

their coach. A first-year athlete's perception of their coach may differ from a more 

experienced athlete. Athletes' perception on their coach may change throughout their 

athletic career as they become more familiar with their coaching style and how it impacts 

their level of motivation, satisfaction, and confidence. More than half of the athletes that 

participated in the survey were soccer players (65%). The lead researcher's connection to 

soccer may have significantly influenced the high number of soccer players participating 

in the study. Future research may focus on one sport and recruit athletes from the same 

team to see the different views athletes might have towards the specific coaching style 

and follow-up throughout their career. This would allow for a better understanding and 
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comparison between coaching style and the impact on motivation, satisfaction, and 

confidence.   
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LIMITATIONS 

While this study is an important addition to the research of coaching leadership 

style and athlete motivation, confidence, and satisfaction there are still limitations to 

consider. One limitation to consider is the sample size. There was 20 female (53%) and 

18 male athletes (47%) in the CCAA. The athlete sample of 38 had 20 athletes who 

reported authoritarian, 13 democratic, and 5 laissez-faire resulting in skewed data 

distribution. A second limitation is that coaches may have forgotten to pass along the 

survey and athletes may have not been familiar with the FARs representative and may 

have ignored the email. Athletes may have chosen to not participate in the survey due to 

being concerned about responding and being punished in anyway. Another limitation is 

the length of the survey. There was a total of 95 initial responses, of which only 38 

CCAA athletes completed the survey. Despite working with three expert reviewers who 

served in the field to reduce the number of questions in the survey, 40% of participants 

did not complete it, possibly due to survey fatigue. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how athlete motivation, satisfaction, 

and confidence are impacted based on coaching styles. This study indicated that there 

was a main effect on coaching leadership style and athlete level of satisfaction. In this 

study there were no differences in coaching leadership style and confidence and 

motivation levels, although athletes who are coached under a democratic leadership style 

were found to be more likely to be satisfied with their sport experience. Future research 

should focus on specific teams or universities as this will allow the researcher to analyze 

whether athletes on the same team might view their coaches' leader style differently to 

teammates. This can also allow the researchers to focus on a certain population which can 

potentially allow for a larger sample. Additionally, it would be interesting to compare 

coaches' beliefs about their coaching style with athletes' perceptions of their coaches' 

leadership style. Lastly, it would be interesting to track how an athlete's perception of 

their coach changes over time. 
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