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Abstract 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to develop an in-depth understanding of leadership in 

the contemporary Canadian podium performance sport context.  It includes a critical synthesis of 

theoretical frameworks from leadership research and presents a new integrated model for the 

study of contemporary sport leadership in the performance-driven context.  The empirical work 

and leadership theories that inform the theoretical framework that guides this dissertation are 

reviewed.  This discussion builds support for the heuristic value of the integrated research model 

of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press).  Semi-structured interviews guided by this 

theoretical framework were conducted with 10 coaches and 13 athletes from Canadian individual 

and team winter sports who together achieved world championship and Olympic podium 

outcomes.  The Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) (Bass & Avolio, 2004) was used to 

study individual coach behaviour and its impact through the prism of full range leadership (FRL) 

theory (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  FRL includes transformational, transactional and passive 

leadership behaviours.  Together, survey and interview data sources developed a mixed methods 

portrait of leadership in the performance-driven sport setting.  Leadership was found to be a 

demanding, relational and solution-focused process in this study.  The podium performance 

coaches in this study were perceived to be both transformational and constructive transactional 

leaders.  Recommendations for stakeholders in the performance-driven sport community are 

presented.  Future research in this unique leadership context based on findings from this study is 

proposed. 

 

Keywords: Olympic sport leadership, high performance sport coaching, leadership and 

performance, transformational leadership
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Epigraph  

 

You can’t win without leadership, 

it’s part of every minute of everyday, 

that’s maybe a bold statement but it’s true 

(Olympic gold medalist, 2010). 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview of Context 

 Academics in corporate (Northouse, 2013), education (York-Barr & Duke, 2004), 

military (Hardy, Arthur, Jones, Shariff, Munnoch, Isaacs, & Allsopp, 2010), health care (Nielsen, 

Yarker, Randall, & Munir, 2009), spiritual (Crossman, 2010) and other organizational settings 

have worked to discover, document and analyze leadership.  Historically, researchers have 

examined leader traits and leader behaviours in depth but out of context (Yukl, 2006).  To 

develop an understanding of what Bass and Riggio (2006) have called the most “complex of 

human constructs” (p. 236), leadership variables cannot be examined in isolation.  Leadership 

scholars acknowledge the complex interaction between leader and follower traits, behaviours, 

and situational factors today (Northouse, 2013).  Contemporary researchers make no attempt to 

over-simplify this richly layered domain. 

 In sport settings, leadership behaviour has received much scholarly attention.  More 

specifically, the relationship between leadership and followers’ psychosocial development has 

been researched extensively (e.g., Chelladurai & Saleh, 1978; Smith & Smoll, 1989; Vella, 

Oades & Crowe, 2012a).  Although there is an emerging body of research focused on the impact 

of transformational sport coaching behaviours on athletes’ psychosocial development (e.g., Vella 

et al., 2012a), this growing transformational sport leadership literature largely ignores the high 

performance context and competitive results.   

 Transformational leadership is rooted in inspiring followers to exceed previous levels of 

performance through leadership that nurtures follower commitment to shared organizational 

objectives (Yukl, 2006).  Through empowering followers and aligning them with the vision of 

the organization, there is evidence to suggest performance is improved in settings where 
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leadership is transformational (Northouse, 2013).  Transformational leadership is part of a larger 

conceptual framework called full range leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006).   

 In their search for evidence of transformational leadership, many researchers have 

ignored the full range leadership spectrum of behaviours.  Through a meta-analysis of hundreds 

of leadership studies that quantitatively assessed full range leadership from both follower and 

leader perspectives with Bass and colleagues’ Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Bass & 

Avolio, 2004), Bass and Riggio (2006) found that “the best leaders tend to be both transactional 

and transformational” (p. 235).  Transactional leadership behaviour is characterized by setting 

clear expectations that develop incremental improvements while transformational leadership 

inspires and empowers followers.  Together, transactional and transformational leadership make 

up the full range leadership theory (Bass & Riggio).  The full range leadership framework has 

not been applied to the podium performance sport context to date.  Throughout this dissertation 

podium performance sport is defined as the Olympic or world championship medal was won. 

 Performing at an ever-increasing standard is the cornerstone of podium performance 

sport.  Full range leadership behaviours (Bass & Riggio, 2006) have not been studied in the 

medal-winning Olympic sport context.  The relationship between maximizing performance 

outcomes and full range leadership discovered by researchers in non-sport settings must be tested 

at the highest level of amateur sport – where podium outcomes and medal tallies are the 

unequivocal measure of success.  

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this dissertation is to develop a detailed understanding of leadership in 

contemporary Canadian podium performance sport.  The context-specific theoretical framework 

of sport coaching presented in the second chapter of this dissertation was developed because 
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leadership researchers in non-sport contexts have found evidence of full range leadership (FRL) 

where performance is paramount (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  The framework that guided this 

dissertation includes Chelladurai’s (2007) adaptation of FRL theory to the sport in pursuit of 

excellence context.  The integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in 

press) offers a systematic way forward for leadership research in settings where Olympic medals 

were won. 

Athlete performance outcomes are foundational in the integrated research model of 

podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press).  Transformational and full range leadership 

behaviours are included in this conceptual framework because of their perceived relevance in 

developing followers who continually exceed previous levels of performance (Bass & Riggio, 

2006).  The vision that shapes leadership decisions and behaviours as well as the maintenance of 

a healthy coach-athlete relationship are included in the integrated research model because 

previous empirical work by coaching scientists has established their importance in competitive 

sport (e.g., Côté, Salmela, Trudel, Baria, & Russell, 1995; Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007).  

Multiple research methods were deployed in this research to form a nuanced and three-

dimensional understanding of leadership in the Olympic and world championship medal winning 

sport context.  Semi-structured qualitative interview questions were followed by a rigorous 

leadership survey to develop a detailed description of leadership.  Podium performance sport 

leadership is compared and contrasted with transformational and full range leadership 

frameworks (Bass & Riggio, 2006) in this dissertation.  Canadian coaches’ and athletes’ 

perceptions and experiences of leadership in podium performance winter sport are reported.  The 

primary research question that guided this dissertation is: What leadership processes and 

behaviours preceded an Olympic or world championship podium performance?  The secondary 
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research question is: Are Olympic and world championship medal winners coached by 

transformational leaders? 

Research Approach 

 This dissertation is informed by a pragmatic orientation and worldview.  Pragmatism is 

problem-centred and focused on the practical applications of research findings (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011).  The pragmatic stance is often taken in mixed methods research designs.  

Through giving primacy to the research problem and question rather than the political or 

emancipatory potential of inquiry, pragmatists focus intensely on how their research will impact 

future practice (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).   

 The practice of interest that this research strives to develop is effective leadership in the 

performance-driven sport context.  This inquiry assumes that the interview data and survey 

responses reflect the unique subjective perceptions of each participant’s experience.  The 

athletes’ and coaches’ interview responses are situated as personal reflections and stories that 

were selected by participants to be shared in the interview moment.  

Researcher’s Perspectives and Assumptions 

All data is constructed by people (Charmaz, 2006).  It is critical to acknowledge that this 

dissertation is a story of leadership that is co-created by the participants and the researcher.  

Scholars ultimately decide what the point of the story is and what the research text will say 

(Smith & Sparkes, 2009).  In this dissertation, the findings are viewed as an interaction between 

who the researcher is and what the people being studied disclosed.  I was present throughout the 

conceptualization, execution, analysis, interpretation and writing up of this dissertation.  I did not 

want to over-identify with participants because I am an Olympic silver medalist; yet, I did not 

want to squander my opportunity as an insider to get at layers of meaning that another researcher 
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might not access or hear.  My values, morals and politics infuse not only the research but also the 

identification of it as an issue worthy of study (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008).   

The reflexive confessions of the researcher can be overdone (Frey & Fontana, 1994).  

This dissertation is not autobiographical but is undeniably linked to the researcher’s life 

experiences.  A bracketing interview was done with the researcher to disclose her perspective 

and personal experience of leadership in the Olympic medal-winning context.  This interview is 

not included in the dissertation but available upon request.  The researcher is acknowledged in 

but absolutely peripheral to this research text.  The essence of this study is the 10 coaches’ and 

13 athletes’ experiences of Olympic leadership.  The research questions are answered, to a great 

extent, in these participants’ own words. 

Rationale and Significance 

The purpose of this study is to build upon, contest, and evaluate leadership theory from 

the sport and business literature through the collection and analysis of leadership experiences and 

perspectives shared by a purposive sample of athletes and coaches whom together produced 

podium results.  Comparing athlete and coach stories to the integrated research model of podium 

performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) refined this conceptual framework.  The contribution 

this research makes is threefold.  First, it advances our understanding of leadership in the 

contemporary Canadian winter Olympic sport context – a setting where Canadians are achieving 

greater results than ever before.  Second, the findings from this study will improve our ability to 

develop leadership behaviour.  Third, knowledge generated through this research is translated 

into recommendations for performance-driven coaches, performance-driven athletes, coach 

educators, integrated support team (IST) members and any additional sport stakeholders who 

support and contribute to the Canadian quest to win world and Olympic medals. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

 This chapter begins with a brief introduction and look back at previous leadership 

research.  The theory of transformational leadership is detailed and the application of this theory 

to sport research is surveyed.  Previous research that applied the theoretical lens of 

transformational leadership to sport has not focused on performance outcomes; therefore, the 

need for research that studies the impact of leadership in settings where Olympic medals are won 

is established.   

 The two theoretical frameworks that have guided the development of a new theoretical 

framework are reviewed.  These conceptual models are the coaching model (Côté et al., 1995), 

and the pursuit of excellence in sport model (Chelladurai, 2007).  The integrated research model 

of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) is a synthesis of the core processes and 

behaviours that, based on leadership and sport coaching research, are hypothesized to be required 

in the Olympic sport context.  Each variable in this untested theoretical framework is impacted 

by an ever-present emphasis on winning and the coach-athlete relationship influences leadership 

behaviour and ultimately performance outcomes.   

Introduction 

 Leadership scholars across a variety of disciplines have endeavoured to discover, 

document and analyze leadership success (e.g., Bennis, 2009; Becker & Wrisberg, 2008, 

Crossman, 2010).  Historically, researchers examined leader traits and leader behaviours in 

isolation (Yukl, 2006).  Today, our understanding of leadership is framed largely by the popular 

press depiction of business leadership, which Nohria and Khurana (2010) have called, a body of 

self-serving attempts at empiricism devoid of scientific rigor.  To develop scientific 
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understanding and insight into what has been called the most complex human construct, we 

cannot study leadership variables in isolation (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  Sound leadership inquiry 

must acknowledge the complex interaction between leader and follower traits, behaviours and 

situational factors.  Scholars today strive to understand leadership from both leader and follower 

perspectives.  One of the most widely used theoretical frameworks of leadership applied across a 

spectrum of organizational contexts in contemporary research is transformational leadership 

(Northouse, 2013). 

Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership attempts to explain the complexity of developing followers 

to exceed previous levels of performance through empowerment and inspiration (Bass & Riggio, 

2006).  Bass and colleagues originally developed this leadership theory through extending the 

concept of leadership that transformed followers that MacGregor Burns proposed in 1976.  Over 

the last forty years, transformational leadership theory has been used as a conceptual framework 

by researchers around the world in education, the military, health care and other diverse contexts 

(Bass & Riggio).  This theory “treats leadership as a process that occurs between followers and 

leaders” (Northouse, p. 201) and has attracted leadership research attention because of a growing 

interest in leadership that is relational rather than dictatorial.  To measure transformational 

leadership, Bass and colleagues developed the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Bass & 

Avolio, 2004).  This instrument was first used to assess leadership in the business setting and has 

since been validated through empirical testing across a variety of public and private sector 

leadership contexts.   

Transformational leaders go beyond compliance and punishment to make followers feel 

engaged, challenged and supported.  Transformational leadership behaviours are divided into 
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four categories, known as the 4 Is within full range leadership theory.  The 4 Is are: idealized 

influence, intellectual stimulation, individualized consideration and inspirational motivation.  

Followers are ultimately developed into leaders themselves when these four behaviours are 

applied consistently over time (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  

Idealized influence is observed when a leader acts as a role model.  This dimension of 

transformational behaviour is often labelled as a leader’s confidence and deemed central to the 

development of trust in a leader (Northouse, 2013).  Followers identify with and emulate a leader 

who employs idealized influence (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  When a leader talks about his or her 

beliefs and values idealized influence is displayed.  It is witnessed when a leader places the good 

of the group above self-interest (Northouse).  Leaders whose actions align with the morals and 

standards they have set for their followers exert idealized influence (Northouse). This component 

of transformational behaviour occurs when a leader creates a collective sense of purpose and 

reassures followers in the face of adversity.   

The second I, intellectual stimulation, is leadership behaviour that encourages follower 

creativity, innovation, and problem solving (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  When a leader facilitates 

cognitive effort and critical thinking intellectual stimulation is deployed.  Intellectual stimulation 

happens when followers are asked to think independently (Northouse, 2013).  This 

transformational behaviour occurs when followers are encouraged to contribute to the iterative 

developmental process that culminates in improved performance.  Followers are empowered 

when they are intellectually stimulated and considered unique. 

This recognition of the unique individual within the larger organization – which 

combines with intellectual stimulation to empower followers in transformational leadership 

theory – is called individualized consideration (Northouse, 2013).  This third I is often equated 
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with mentoring.  Leaders engage in two-way communication when they mobilize individualized 

consideration (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  An example of individualized consideration is a leader 

taking the time to teach a follower something.  When a leader recognizes a follower’s particular 

contribution to the organization, she or he exercises individualized consideration (Bass & 

Riggio).   

The fourth and final dimension of transformational leadership is called inspirational 

motivation.  It is seen when a leader clearly communicates a compelling vision of future 

performance (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  An inspirationally motivating leader is optimistic, 

persistent and enthusiastic.  The visionary abilities embodied in this fourth dimension of 

transformational leadership precipitated this leadership theory’s first appearances in the sport 

coaching literature.  

Transformational Leadership in Sport Coaching 

Over the last decade, coaching scientists have drawn upon the theoretical framework of 

transformational leadership in both empirical and conceptual work (e.g., Callow, Smith, Hardy, 

& Hardy, 2010; Rowold, 2006).  In 2005, Vallée and Bloom conducted in-depth interviews with 

five Canadian expert university coaches who choreographed and executed successful program 

turnarounds.  Through the inductive analysis of their coach interview data, the authors developed 

the conceptual model of expert coaches’ perspectives on building a successful program.  This 

model contains three overlapping domains that are labelled: coaches’ attributes, organizational 

skills, and individual growth.  At the centre of these three domains is the coach’s vision for the 

program.  A compelling vision is conjured and communicated by a transformational leader (Bass 

& Riggio, 2006). Vallée and Bloom related a successful coach’s visionary ability to the 

transformational model of leadership.  
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Around the same time that Vallée and Bloom (2005) were making the connection 

between effective university sport coaching and transformational leadership theory, Vealey 

(2005) was integrating transformational leadership concepts into her three-ring circus model of 

leadership.  Vealey’s conceptual framework dovetails with Vallée and Bloom’s grounded model.  

Both Vallée and Bloom and Vealey placed vision at the centre of successful leadership.  Vealey 

called vision “the power of imagination and the ability to perceive something not actually 

visible, which typically involves broad future aspirations or achievements that depart 

significantly from the status quo” (p. 85).  Vallée and Bloom found vision at the heart of their 

coach interview data and went on to note that conjuring and communicating a compelling vision 

of the future is the cornerstone of inspirational motivation in transformational leadership theory.   

In addition to these two early integrations of transformational leadership theory with the 

effective sport coaching literature, transformational leadership was added to Chelladurai’s 

revised multidimensional model for leadership in sport (MML)  (Riemer, 2007).  The original 

MML grew out of a study that Chelladurai and Saleh (1978) conducted with 80 female and 80 

male university physical education students.  Research participants answered questions regarding 

leadership behaviours in sport.  Ninety-nine items were chosen for this questionnaire from 

existing scales of leader behaviour developed outside of sport (Chelladurai & Saleh).  The MML 

highlights the interaction between the leader, the situation, and the athletes in sport (Riemer).  In 

the updated MML, transformational leadership works as an overarching influence on the 

situational, leader and member characteristics – it shapes the setting, athletes and assistant 

leaders (Riemer).  Unlike the leader who operates solely in a top down fashion, the 

transformational leader persuades followers to embrace and embody the organization’s vision.  
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At the heart of Côté and colleagues’ (1995) seminal coaching research framework, the 

coaching model (CM), which will be discussed in greater detail later in this paper, is the effective 

coach’s ability to create an appropriate vision for developing athletes.  Although Côté et al. did 

not tie transformational leadership theory to the original CM, vision is synonymous with the 

transformational dimension of inspirational motivation.  Notably, the intersection of 

Chelladurai’s revised MML (Riemer, 2007), Vealey’s three ring circus model of leadership 

(2005), and Vallée and Bloom’s (2005) grounded model is one of the four components of 

transformational leadership: inspirational motivation.  

Sport coaching scientists have investigated more than vision and inspirational motivation 

in their research.  Transformational leadership theory as a whole has been used as an heuristic 

tool in a selection of sport research contexts over the last decade.  Price and Weiss (2011) used 

transformational leadership theory as a framework to study peer leadership in adolescent female 

soccer.  These researchers found that the skilled athletes who embraced challenges and perceived 

themselves as liked by team mates were transformational leaders (Prices & Weiss).  Price and 

Weiss argued that transformational leadership is a valuable framework for sport research because 

the leader-follower relationship is a central component of this theory. 

Both the leader-follower relationship and transformational leadership behaviours were 

examined in a recent study of adolescent soccer players by Vella et al. (2012a).  In this research, 

young athletes’ perceptions of the coach-athlete relationship were positively associated with the 

athletes’ development.  Vella et al. discovered the specific transformational behaviours of 

intellectual stimulation, individualized consideration and role modelling (idealized influence) 

facilitated positive youth development when combined with a developmentally appropriate 
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coach-athlete relationship.  These authors found a synergistic association between 

transformational coaching and a healthy coach-athlete relationship (2012a). 

Although they did not examine the role of the coach-athlete relationship as the above 

noted scholars did, Charbonneau, Barling, and Kelloway (2001) found that when coaches used 

transformational leadership behaviours, Canadian university athletes developed increased 

intrinsic motivation.  Callow et al. (2010) found that young adult Frisbee players were 

intrinsically motivated and experienced strong team cohesion when their coaches’ behaviours 

aligned with transformational leadership theory.  Rowold (2006) found that recreational martial 

arts students enjoyed increased affect and self-efficacy when their coaches behaved as 

transformational leaders and Vella et al. (2012b) validated the Differentiated Transformational 

Leadership Inventory for Youth Sport (DTLI-YS) with a large group of youth soccer players 

which measures the impact of transformational sport coach leadership on young athletes’ 

psychosocial development; notably, none of these studies examined the relationship between 

transformational leadership and high performance sport results.  

What is thrown into stark relief is an emerging body of research focused on the impact of 

transformational sport coaching behaviours on non-elite athletes’ psychosocial development.  

This growing transformational sport leadership literature largely ignores the high performance 

sport context and competitive sport results.   

High Performance and Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership is rooted in inspiring followers to exceed previous levels of 

performance through leadership that nurtures follower commitment to shared organizational 

objectives (Yukl, 2006).  To date, researchers in business, military, non-profit and educational 

settings have found that transformational leadership behaviours positively impact follower 
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performance (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  Researchers outside of sport have suggested that 

transformational leadership behaviours enhance follower performance through positively 

impacting followers’ self-efficacy, building their identification with the organization, and 

empowering them (Bass & Riggio).   

Through empowering followers and aligning them with the vision of the organization, 

there is evidence to suggest performance is improved in settings where leadership is 

transformational (Northouse, 2013).  Ever-increasing standards of performance define Olympic 

sport.  The connection found between transformational leadership behaviours and maximizing 

performance outcomes by researchers in non-sport settings must be tested at the highest level of 

amateur sport – where podium outcomes and medal tallies are the unequivocal measure of 

success.   

Full Range Leadership  

 Although it is often characterized as a theory that explains inspiration and positive 

influence only, transformational leadership is part of a larger conceptual framework called full 

range leadership (FRL) (Northouse, 2013).  In their search for evidence of transformational 

leadership many researchers, outside of the small amount of recent work done in youth sport, 

have ignored the FRL spectrum of leader behaviours.  Through a meta-analysis of hundreds of 

leadership studies that quantitatively assessed FRL from both follower and leader perspectives 

with Bass and colleagues’ Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Bass & Avolio, 2004), Bass 

and Riggio (2006) found that “the best leaders tend to be both transactional and 

transformational” (p. 235).  Transactional leadership behaviour is characterized by setting clear 

expectations that develop incremental improvements rather than inspiration.   In future research, 
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it is important to include the full range of leadership behaviours and avoid downplaying 

instances of transactional leadership in an effort to highlight transformational findings. 

Full range leadership theory suggests the optimal leader will exercise very little laissez-

faire leadership (characterized by a lack of leader involvement) and mobilize the four 

dimensions of transformational leadership most frequently.  Between the behavioural extremes 

of laissez-faire leadership and transformational behaviour outlined in the Transformational 

Leadership section of this chapter are management by exception-active, management by 

exception-passive and contingent reward.  Bass and Riggio (2006) have described management 

by exception-active as the monitoring of deviances from standards while management by 

exception-passive is found when a leader only takes action after problems arise (Northouse, 

2013).  Contingent reward is defined as an exchange between follower behaviour and leader 

recognition.  The leadership dimension of contingent reward is also labelled as constructive 

transactional behaviour in the FRL model while management by exception-active is defined as  

corrective transactional leadership behaviour. 

Transformational, transactional and passive leadership together create the spectrum of 

leader behaviours that make up the full range (FRL) conceptualization of leadership.  The 

Differentiated Transformational Leadership Inventory recently used in sport research by Callow 

et al. (2010), Vella et al. (2012a), and Vella et al. (2012b), measures the transactional leadership 

dimensions of contingent reward, setting high expectations and fostering the acceptance of group 

goals; however, the examination of full range leadership behaviour is in its earliest stages of 

development at this time. 
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Chelladurai’s Pursuit of Excellence in Sport Model 

 The models of sport leadership and coaching presented in the academic literature (e.g., 

Horn, 2007; Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007; Smith & Smoll, 2007) and previously discussed in 

this paper universally minimize sport performance outcomes.  Seemingly in response to the 

absence of a conceptual framework for the analysis of sport excellence, Chelladurai (2007) 

created the pursuit of excellence in sport model.  This model emphasizes the achievement of 

perfection and depicts the coach as a transformational leader. 

Chelladurai (2007) combined years of sport leadership research with Bass’ 

transformational and full range leadership theory (2006) and created a framework of the high 

performance sport coach behaviours that facilitate the development of athletic excellence.  

Through synthesizing transformational leadership theory with the high performance sport 

context, Chelladurai produced this conceptual framework.  Table 1 clarifies the leadership 

behaviours from FRL theory that Chelladurai translated to reflect leadership in a sport setting 

where excellent performance results are sought. 
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Table 1. Integrated Research Model of Podium Performance Leadership Behaviours   

Full Range Leadership (FRL) Behaviour  FRL Behaviour Adapted to the Pursuit of 

Excellence in Sport (Chelladurai, 2007) 

IDEALIZED INFLUENCE Emphasis on Winning 

 Fostering Competitiveness 

 Facilitating Flow Experiences 

INSPIRATIONAL MOTIVATION Creating a Vision 

 Inspirational Communication 

 Instilling Task and Ego Orientation 

INTELLECTUAL STIMULATION Cognitive Training/Decision Training 

 Emotional Training 

INDIVIDUALIZED CONSIDERATION Individually Supportive Leadership 

 Personal Recognition 

 Cultivating Self-Interest 

TRANSACTIONAL LEADERSHIP Demanding and Directive Leadership 

 Training Behaviour 

 Technical Training 

LAISSEZ-FAIRE LEADERSHIP  N/A 

 

In Chelladurai’s (2007) pursuit of excellence in sport model the transformational 

construct of idealized influence is specifically defined as the leader behaviours of emphasizing 

winning, fostering competitiveness, facilitating athletic flow and emphasizing the drive to win in 

competition.  Chelladurai has translated the transformational construct of inspirational 

motivation into the ability to create and communicate a compelling vision for future success.  

Focusing athletes on both task mastery and getting them to invest their ego into performance 
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outcomes is included in this sport excellence translation of inspirational motivation.  Promoting 

an ego orientation stands in stark contrast to the majority of sport contexts that have been studied 

by coaching scientists (Côté & Gilbert, 2009).  In settings where sport is a vehicle for positive 

youth development, ego orientation is avoided and positive psychosocial outcomes are fostered 

through emphasizing athletes’ progress (Smith & Smoll, 2007).  

The transformational dimension of intellectual stimulation is described as coach-driven 

cognitive and emotional training in Chelladurai’s (2007) pursuit of excellence in sport model.  

Individualized consideration is expanded into the specific behaviours of personal recognition and 

cultivation of self-interest in the pursuit of excellence model.  The inclusion of individually 

supportive leadership is notable because it speaks to the coach-athlete relationship that 

Greenleaf, Gould, and Dieffenbach (2001) found exerted a strong impact on American athletes’ 

competitive results in the Olympic sport context.  

Finally, the dimension of transactional leadership is included in Chelladurai’s (2007) 

description of leader behaviours that cultivate athletic perfection.  Transactional behaviours 

included in this model are training behaviour or the hard work without fanfare and technical 

development that high performance athletes are directed through by their coaches in order to 

maximize their sport performance potential.   

The pursuit of excellence in sport model depicts with simplicity what is a complex and 

detailed process.  Chelladurai’s (2007) description of performance sport specific leader 

behaviours provides a promising framework for the evaluation of medal-winning Olympic 

coaching.  Leadership in the pursuit of Olympic podium performances is not measured by 

existing research instruments and the Olympic sport context has not been examined with this 

theoretical lens.  Chelladurai (2007) has suggested that researchers should develop “refined 
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models of the pursuit of excellence that can be subjected to empirical verification and 

confirmation” (p. 131).   His pursuit of excellence model and the role of transformational 

leadership have not been empirically examined in Olympic sport to date. 

 Côté et al.’s Coaching Model 

 Unlike Chelladurai’s pursuit of excellence in sport model, Côté et al.’s (1995) coaching 

model (CM) has inspired many sport coaching studies (e.g., Durand-Bush & Salmela, 2002; 

Jones, Armour & Potrac, 2003; Vallée & Bloom, 2005).  The CM is a conceptual framework of 

expert coaching derived from the grounded analysis of interviews with 17 high performance 

sport coaches who had developed at least one international level athlete in the individual judged 

sport of gymnastics.  This model depicts a cognitive map of effective sport leadership.  The CM 

emphasizes the interaction between cognitive components of leadership and the situational 

variables that the expert coach adapts to and integrates with his or her knowledge.  The careful 

organization and planning that precedes leadership behaviour has been discussed in numerous 

sport coaching and leadership studies (e.g., Horn, 2007; Tharp & Gallimore, 2004).  The CM 

includes the planning and organizational decisions coaches make in order to be effective. 

It is critical to note that the CM was derived from the inductive analysis of expert 

gymnastic coaches’ self-reports.  Gilbert and Trudel (2000) have validated this model in the team 

sport context of ice hockey.  Through systematic observation and on-site post-game and post-

practice interviews with one expert Canadian university ice hockey coach, Gilbert and Trudel 

validated the core components of the CM.  These researchers emphasized the need for further 

testing of the CM in a variety of sport contexts.  

Scholars studying leadership in both sport and business settings point to the organization 

and planning aspect of leadership as an area that we do not fully comprehend (e.g., Côté & 
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Sedgwick, 2003; Yukl, 2006).  In high performance sport the coach must develop and organize 

his or her vision and the action plan that will fulfil this vision to the minutest detail.  Olympic 

coaches who lead medal-potential athletes today marshal a complex team of sport science 

experts and support staff.  Examining the vision and detailed plan that guides the preparation for 

an Olympic podium performance must be part of the study of leadership in this unique coaching 

context.  The visionary and inspirational aspect of leadership is integral to the success of a 

podium-potential sport program and must be incorporated in future conceptualizations designed 

to increase our understanding of Olympic medal-winning sport leadership.   

Vallée and Bloom (2005) argued that the central circle of the CM, which includes 

evaluating athlete potential and organizing a training and competition plan that will maximize 

this potential, can be summarized as coaching vision.  They described vision as the coach’s 

philosophy combined with his or her goals for the program.  As noted earlier, Vallée and Bloom 

took the notion of vision one step further and aligned it with the construct called inspirational 

motivation in transformational leadership theory. 

The Role of a Research Model 

Cushion (2007) has criticized sport coaching models of positivist reductionism.  He has 

condemned models for decontextualizing the coaching process and freezing it “into a text that 

does not capture the richness of lived experience” (p. 398).  Cushion’s argument that coaching 

cannot be reduced to a list of generic rules is strong.  One unique coach’s experience in preparing 

an athlete for their Olympic podium performance cannot be wholly captured in a conceptual 

model; however, coaching scientists would be ill-advised to make their inquiry so particular and 

so local that they are unable to engage with theory.  Research driven by detailed description 

alone is at risk of becoming unscientific journalism (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008).  If the 
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ultimate aim of academic inquiry into the practice of sport coaching is to better understand it and 

better equip ourselves to develop it, we must not only engage with previous coaching 

scholarship, conceptualizations and models – we must challenge them and apply them with 

scientific rigor.   

Lyle (2007) responded to Cushion’s critique by acknowledging that a model of coaching 

will not represent the complexity of coaching practice adequately, but instead, create 

opportunities to discover best practices and that although there may not be a generalizable theory 

of sport coaching, the practice of “expert coaches is likely to have some regularity, and we 

should have the capability to investigate, describe and use this to improve the same capacity in 

others” (p. 408).  Because leadership researchers in non-sport contexts have found evidence of 

transformational leadership where high performance is sought (Bass & Riggio, 2006) and 

because Chelladurai’s conceptualization of sport in pursuit of excellence is an adaptation of FRL 

theory to the high performance sport context that has not been empirically tested to date, the 

context-specific conceptualization of sport coaching presented in the following section offers a 

systematic way forward for leadership research in a setting where an Olympic medal was won. 

 Rather than select one theoretical orientation for inquiry, Weinstein (1993) has argued 

that scholars must design research that challenges and refines many conceptual frameworks in an 

effort to deepen, rather than narrow, our understanding.  Conceptual models of sport coaching 

that are informed by one guru or uber coach and presented as a definitive recipe for coaching 

effectiveness have been critiqued by Denison (2010).  The integrated research model presented 

next is a synthesis of coaching and leadership research that has systematically analyzed hundreds 

of leaders across a range of diverse contexts over the last few decades (e.g., Callow et al., 2010; 

Côté et al., 1995; Hardy et al., 2010).  This conceptual framework is not a prescription for 
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behaviour.  The theoretical scaffold presented below is a starting point for developing insight 

into leadership rather than a simplification of what Olympic sport coaching looks like in the 

medal-winning context.   

The Integrated Research Model of Podium Performance 

 The integrated research model is an integration and refinement of previous coaching and 

leadership research.  This theoretical framework is largely a synthesis of Chelladurai’s (2007) 

model and Côté et al.’s (1995) CM.  This model provides a starting point for examining 

transformational and full range leadership in the Olympic sport context and is presented in 

Figure 1.  Through blending components of Côté et al.’s CM with Chelladurai’s untested pursuit 

of excellence model, the integrated research model of podium performance synthesizes core 

variables that are hypothesized to be relevant to Olympic medal outcomes (Din & Paskevich, in 

press).  By combining the cognitive framework of expert coaching presented in Côté et al.’s CM 

with Chelladurai’s predicted high performance context-specific leader behaviours, an heuristic 

research model is formed for the Olympic medal-winning sport context.    
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Figure 1. Integrated research model of podium performance. 
In the antecedent phase of the podium performance model coach characteristics act as a 

starting point – the coach’s traits, skills and knowledges inform the planning stages of an 

Olympic medal bid.  Here, coaches identify athlete talent and develop a vision that will 

culminate in Olympic podium results.  Olympic coaches engage in both objective and intuitive 

evaluations of high potential athletes.  Talent and sport-specific aptitudes are discerned and 

predicted by the most qualified coaches (Cushion, 2010).  The cognitive map that the Olympic 

coach develops and the vision this coach conjures is adapted from Côté et al.’s (1995) CM and is 

depicted on the left side and in italics in the integrated research model of podium performance.  

Although the CM contains more than individual characteristics and the plan for athlete 

development included in the antecedent phase of this research model, these components are 

predicted to be the precursors to Olympic leadership behaviours. The coach’s cognitive map for 
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maximizing athlete potential is included here as envisioning, organizing and planning the 

complex process that culminates in a podium performance.   

A podium performance vision inspires athletes, assistant coaches and support staff in 

sport.  This vision arguably emerges from years of coaching experience, trial and error, technical 

and tactical evolution, leadership development, both formal and informal coach education and 

on-going collaboration with trusted colleagues and support staff (Werthner & Trudel, 2009).  

The podium performance vision influences every layer of both the behaviour and outcome 

phases in this model.  Creating, communicating and executing an Olympic medal-winning vision 

is a complex blending of objective data, tacit knowledge and gut feelings (Cushion, 2010).  The 

Olympic coach’s experience, formal training, access to sport science expertise and ongoing 

reflective practice combine to develop a vision and meticulously mapped action plan for 

Olympic podium preparation. 

The unequivocal aim of Olympic planning, training and competitive performance is 

mental and physical excellence.  Both coaches and athletes are fundamentally influenced by the 

pursuit of excellence.  Chelladurai (2007) has called the drive to be the very best in the world a 

long-term journey marked by exceptional effort, devotion and sacrifice.  This drive is perhaps the 

greatest difference between sport coaching that is focused on positive psychosocial athlete 

development – which has been researched extensively (e.g., Fraser-Thomas, Côté & Deakin, 

2005; LaVoi, 2007; Smith & Smoll, 2007) – and Olympic podium performance sport.  

Chelladurai noted that the “necessary ingredient is winning” in the high performance sport 

context and defined excellence in sport as establishing superiority over competitors through a 

relentless pursuit of perfection (p. 128).  Each variable in the integrated research model is 



 24 

influenced by an ever-present emphasis on winning.  As depicted across the base of this model, 

this influence is unwavering and foundational. 

 In the second phase of the integrated research model of podium performance (Din & 

Paskevich, in press), the leadership behaviours detailed by Chelladurai (2007) in his pursuit of 

excellence framework are mobilized.  These behaviours are underlined.  Chelladurai’s pursuit of 

excellence leadership behaviours are a direct translation of FRL theory to the high performance 

sport context.  These behaviours are listed in Table 1 and were described in the Chelladurai’s 

Pursuit of Excellence in Sport Model section of this chapter.   

 In this behavioural phase of the integrated research model of podium performance (Din & 

Paskevich, in press), the coach leads the athlete through deliberate practice that increasingly 

approximates podium performance in sport.  The medal-potential athlete will ideally be educated 

and trained to the point of being able to perform optimally on the Olympic stage that is only set 

once every four years.  This ability to be physically, mentally and emotionally at one’s best in 

the Olympic moment grows out of years of practice and competitive experience that 

incrementally brings the athlete to her or his maximum performance potential (Chelladurai, 

2007).   

In addition, leadership is influenced by the coach-athlete relationship in this behavioural 

phase of the model. Vella, Oades, and Crowe (2010) defined leadership as an interpersonal 

process and the integrated research model of podium performance includes this 

conceptualization of leadership.  The idea that performance outcomes are connected to the 

quality of the coach-athlete relationship is noted both anecdotally and in sport research.  

American athletes who competed in either winter (Nagano, 1998) or summer (Atlanta, 1996) 

Olympics were interviewed to discern factors that influenced Olympic performance.  Athletes in 
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this study reported that coaching-related issues influenced performance both positively and 

negatively (Greenleaf et al., 2001).  Olympians in this study “who met or exceeded expectations 

reported the positive impact of coach contact, trust, and friendship, while athletes who failed to 

meet expectations reported the negative impact of coach conflict” (p. 179).  Seven of the 15 

American Olympians interviewed in this study included a low quality relationship with their 

coach as one of the factors that contributed to their poor Olympic results (Greenleaf et al.).  

These findings support Jowett and colleagues’ extensive study of the coach-athlete relationship 

(e.g., Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007) and emphasize the critical role that a healthy coach-

athlete relationship plays in the Olympic sport podium context. 

The consequence phase of the integrated research model is an Olympic podium 

performance and the achievement of excellence in high performance sport.  It is depicted as 

medal-winning results at the far right of this conceptualization.  This narrowly defined outcome 

differentiates the focus of this research model from previous frameworks of coaching which have 

largely focused on follower satisfaction and psychosocial development (e.g., Riemer, 2007; 

Smith & Smoll, 2007).  The medal outcome presented in this research model is intended to 

inspire leadership research in this unique performance sport context.   

By synthesizing the antecedent components of Côté et al.’s (1995) CM with the 

behaviour components of Chelladurai’s (2007) pursuit of excellence model, the integrated 

research model of podium performance refines our conceptual understanding of the highest level 

of amateur sport (Din & Paskevich, in press).  Outcomes are narrowly defined as Olympic 

medals in this model.  The cognitive map presented in Côté et al.’s CM will be tested through the 

collection and analysis of Olympic sport leadership from both coach and athlete perspectives in 

research that evaluates the model.  Empirical evidence will effectively assess, challenge or 
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support Chelladurai’s pursuit of excellence model, as it has not been subjected to naturalistic 

inquiry in a high performance sport setting that we know of to date.  

A Systematic Way Forward in Olympic Sport Leadership Research 

 For more than a decade, sport coaching scientists have called for research that analyzes 

the process of coaching and attempts to explain not only the variables that influence this process 

but the relationships between these variables (Côté et al., 1995).  Very few leadership studies 

have examined leadership processes to date.  The research model presented here is intended to 

catalyze coaching science that examines the interaction between a coach’s vision, plan and 

actions in a sport context where the outcome is winning Olympic medals. 

Questionnaire responses and their subsequent factorial analysis cannot illuminate the 

complex interactions that mark leadership processes in this unique sport setting.  Jowett and 

Poczwardowski (2007) have called for sport leadership research that employs interpretive 

qualitative methods.  When carefully designed and executed, these methods should extend sport 

leadership theory because they are sensitive to contextual and relational variables (Berg, 2009).  

The heuristic value of qualitative research rests in its ability to depict and analyze experiences 

that “cannot be meaningfully expressed by numbers” (Berg, p. 3).  Through the use of rich, thick 

description (Geertz, 1973), qualitative researchers document complex situations.  Qualitative 

methods have the potential to access the aspects of leadership that elude quantification.  The 

integrated research model of podium performance inspires a host of qualitative interview 

questions and holds enormous potential for theory and practical knowledge development in the 

Olympic sport context. 

 However, contemporary leadership researchers in a variety of contexts recognize the 

limitations presented by studies that have relied on leader self-reports exclusively for data (Bass 
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& Riggio, 2006; Northouse, 2013).  Scholars researching sport, education, business, and military 

leadership have almost unanimously called for research that employs multiple methods (e.g., 

Tharp & Gallimore, 2004; Yukl, 2006).  An example of this research approach is Côté and 

Sedgwick’s (2003) study where coach interviews were combined with athlete interviews to 

develop a comprehensive understanding of high performance sport coaching.  The authors 

produced a description of expert coaching that was validated by athletes and not derived solely 

from leader self-reports.  This cross-referencing and corroboration of data has not always been 

used in leadership research (e.g., Vallée & Bloom, 2005) but adds great rigor to the assessment 

of leadership.  Mobilizing this multi-voiced research method to assess and challenge the 

integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) will develop an 

understanding of leadership in the Olympic medal-winning sport setting. 

To build upon recent research examining both transformational leadership and the coach-

athlete relationship in sport done by Price and Weiss (2011) as well as Vella et al. (2012a), 

research in the performance-driven sport context is needed.  The research model presented in this 

literature review provides a starting point for developing knowledge of sport leadership where 

podium performances took place.  Systematic inquiry inspired by the conceptual framework 

outlined in this paper will develop our understanding of contemporary Olympic sport leadership 

in the medal-winning context.  This research model is a catalyst for learning and knowledge 

collection rather than a rigid form that coaching cognitions and behaviours will neatly adhere to 

or be dismissed.  Applied thoughtfully, this model will initiate a dialogue about – rather than 

simplify our understanding of – leadership that preceded contemporary Olympic podium 

performances.   
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Conclusion 

The integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) 

integrates contemporary leadership theory and research findings with the Olympic medal-

winning context.  To cultivate an understanding of sport leadership in this unique sport setting 

and systematically advance our capacity to develop effective leadership practices in this context, 

performance outcomes must be emphasized.  Like the MML or CM, conceptual frameworks 

which have inspired dozens of coaching science studies, the research model offers a conceptual 

starting point and poses questions about Olympic sport leadership that are informed by rigorous 

leadership research from the past.  This model does not provide an all-encompassing answer to 

the question of what effective sport leadership looks like in the medal-winning context.  It poses 

questions rather than answering them and initiates thought rather than truncating inquiry. 

A conceptual scaffold is necessarily incomplete in that it presents a set of predicted 

behaviours that have grown out of rigorous scientific inquiry.  The hypothesized precursors to 

podium performances included in this framework are as yet untested in the Olympic medal-

winning context.  The theoretical framework presented in this chapter provides a logical step 

toward a deepened understanding of leadership in a sport coaching context that has received little 

scholarly attention to date.  This framework is not a practitioner’s model nor is it a coaching 

education framework.  It is a research-driven platform that provides a baseline for systematic 

inquiry into a little known sport leadership context.  

More valuable than debating whether the prism of psychology or sociology is better 

suited to the study of sport coaching, is rigorous research focused on the lived experiences of 

leadership in unique coaching contexts.  In response to Cassidy’s (2010) call for a move away 

from psychological research paradigms and toward the use of social theory in coaching science, 
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Gilbert (2010) urged academics to focus on specific coaching worlds and keep the impact 

coaches make on athlete outcomes in clear focus.  

Athlete performance outcomes are foundational in the integrated research model of 

podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press).  Transformational and full range leadership 

behaviours are included in this conceptual framework because of their perceived relevance in 

developing followers who continually exceed previous levels of performance (Bass & Riggio, 

2006).  The cognitive map that shapes leadership decisions and behaviours as well as the 

maintenance of a healthy coach-athlete relationship are included in the integrated research model 

because previous empirical work by coaching scientists points to their importance in sport; 

however, these conceptual frames have not been applied to the Olympic podium sport context.  

The integrated research model provides a starting point for research for leadership 

scholars studying high performance sport.  It is a baseline from which greater insight into the 

often mentioned but little understood discipline of effective leadership (Nohria & Khurana, 

2010) might be developed.  Knowledge generated by research that begins with this framework 

may be translated into sport leadership development materials for practitioners.  Inquiry 

informed by this research model will advance our understanding of leadership and foreground 

both Olympic medalists’ and their coaches’ voices in the coaching science literature. 

 Through comparing the lived experiences of Olympic medal-winning athletes and 

coaches with the integrated research model presented in this chapter, this conceptual framework 

will be tested and refined.  The use of semi-structured qualitative interview questions guided by 

the research model will develop an understanding of the complex interaction of variables 

outlined in this conceptual framework.  The valid and reliable Multifactor Leadership 

Questionnaire (Bass & Avolio, 2004) will be used to assess individual coaches’ FRL behaviours 
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from their own and their athletes’ perspectives.  Interview data combined with survey responses 

together hold the potential to produce a three-dimensional image of leadership that is not limited 

to the leader self-report perspective common in previous leadership research.  
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

Overview 

 In this chapter a rationale for the research approach and use of mixed methods is 

presented.  The pragmatic stance that informed this study is described and the research questions 

are noted.  The semi-structured qualitative interviews and quantitative survey methods used to 

develop an in-depth understanding of leadership in the podium performance context are outlined.  

The purposive sample and rationale for using this sample rather than a randomly selected one are 

described.  The participant performance demographics are summarized in Table 2 and Table 3.   

 An overview of the research process is included and the qualitative data analysis 

technique known as thematic analysis is detailed in this chapter.  A discussion of inductive and 

deductive data analysis is included and justified in this chapter because content analysis has been 

problematised in recent scholarship (e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Issues of qualitative rigor or 

trustworthiness in this study are addressed and ethical considerations are described.  As well, the 

informed consent process is outlined.  The final section of this chapter is an exploration of the 

perceived limitations of this study. 

Rationale for Research Approach 

Experimental research aims to produce and document cause and effect relationships.  

Jowett (2007) called these relationships the building blocks of science.  Valid and reliable 

experiments yield findings that may be generalized to large populations.  Unfortunately, 

experimental designs are not suited to all research settings.  Imagine asking an Olympic coach to 

implement an experimental intervention in the months leading up to an Olympic Games.  No 

leader or athlete at this level of sport would agree to alter his or her plan and take this type of risk 



 32 

in the name of research.  Thus, experimental interventions are not conducive to Olympic sport 

leadership research. 

Leadership scholars often employ research designs that examine variables of interest 

through questionnaires.  An enormous amount of correlation research has been conducted in 

business, sport, health care and military leadership settings (e.g., Callow et. al, 2010; Hardy et. 

al, 2010; Johns & Saks, 2007; Nielsen et. al, 2009).  Predictive research designs assess 

relationships between variables and quantify the strength of these relationships.  However, 

questionnaire responses and their subsequent regression analysis alone cannot effectively 

illuminate the interaction between variables that informs leadership.  Correlation research is 

feasible in an Olympic context but is only part of revealing a sophisticated portrait of leadership 

processes.   

Thoughtfully designed descriptive research has the potential to unearth both the 

behaviours and processes of leadership.  Coaching science scholars Jowett and Poczwardowski 

(2007) have called for interpretive qualitative methods in sport leadership research.  When 

carefully organized and executed, these methods should extend sport leadership theory because 

they are sensitive to contextual and relational variables (Jowett & Poczwardowski).  The 

heuristic value of qualitative research rests in its ability to depict and analyze experiences that 

“cannot be meaningfully expressed by numbers” (Berg, 2009, p. 3).  Through the use of rich, 

thick description (Geertz, 1973), qualitative researchers document complex situations.  

Qualitative methods have the potential to reveal leadership processes and behaviours that elude 

quantification.    

  Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) wrote that qualitative researchers are interested in 

understanding rather than prediction and control.  To develop an in-depth understanding of 
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leadership in the podium performance sport context, qualitative interviewing and interpretive 

analysis were performed.  This research project was guided by the aim to develop a deep 

understanding of leadership in the performance-driven sport context.  Athlete and coach 

questionnaires were used to gather and quantify systematic descriptions of FRL behaviours.  To 

understand the meanings, experiences and processes of sport leadership from the participants’ 

perspectives, qualitative interviews were performed.  To assess the use of transformational and 

full range leadership behaviours by coaches in this study, the valid and reliable Multifactor 

Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) (Bass & Avolio, 2004) was administered as a follow up to 

each interview.  Together, these methods produced a detailed and nuanced image of leadership at 

the Olympic level. 

Rationale for the Use of Mixed Methods  

 Both qualitative and quantitative methods were used in this research in an effort to 

answer the primary research question: What leadership processes and behaviours preceded an 

Olympic or world championship podium performance? As well as the secondary research 

question: Are Olympic and world championship medal winners coached by transformational 

leaders?  The specific form of mixed methods design used was a parallel convergent design 

(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011).  Parallel convergent mixed methods designs are marked by the 

collection of different but complementary qualitative and quantitative data.  The qualitative 

interview data was collected and immediately followed up by the quantitative survey in this 

study.  Sequencing the data collection this way privileged the interview data and simultaneously 

prevented an over-emphasis on the discrete dimensions of transformational and FRL.   

 The interview guide included open-ended questions (e.g., What do you think contributed 

to your success?) as well as questions designed to directly assess FRL.  The MLQ survey was 
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sent as a follow up to interviews to systematically measure each individual coach’s 

transformational and FRL behaviours while the interviews aimed at collecting participants’ 

unique experiences of leadership.  The qualitative and quantitative data were collected in the 

same phase of the research and kept separate during analysis.  The two data forms and findings 

were then mixed in the interpretive and final phase of analysis.   

 A convergent parallel design endeavours to unearth a more complete understanding of the 

topic than any one method alone is capable of developing (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011).  In 

this convergent parallel study, quantitative survey data was used to narrowly evaluate 

transformational and FRL while semi-structured interviews allowed participants to describe their 

personal perceptions of leadership in their own words.  Most of the interview questions were 

developed from the integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in 

press), which is the theoretical framework that guided this inquiry.  However, interviewees were 

encouraged to share their unique experiences of leadership in their sport context.  To read the 

coach and athlete interview guides used in this study, please see Appendix A and Appendix B.  

Purposive Sample  

 A purposive or theoretical sample possesses the ability to test theory and answer the 

research question posed (Teddlie & Yu, 2007).  This usually small sample is used to generate 

theory rather than represent a large population (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008).  In this study, the 

theoretical framework that was tested is the integrated research model of podium performance 

(Din & Paskevich, in press).  The purposive sample that was sought to test this theory was ten 

coach-athlete dyads from Canada who won an Olympic medal in 2010.  Eight coaches who 

coached medalists in the 2010 Olympic Games, one coach whose athletes won three medals in 

the 2006 Olympic Games, and one coach whose athletes won a gold medal in the 2011 world 
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championships participated in this study.  Eleven 2010 Olympic gold or silver medal-winning 

athletes participated in this study and one of these 11 athletes did not have a coach to complete 

his dyad.  One gold medalist from the 2006 Olympic Games and one gold medalist from the 

2011 world championships rounded out this purposive sample of 23 participants.  

 Research participants were contacted individually via email and invited to contribute 

their leadership experience to the study.  Medal-winning athletes that participated in this study 

were asked for their coach’s contact information at the end of their personal interview.  In dyads 

where the coach was contacted and interviewed first, this coach was asked to connect the 

researcher with the medal-winning athlete(s) she or he coached.  Eight coach-athlete dyads, two 

coach-athlete-athlete triads and one athlete whose coach did not participate make up the 23 

participants who completed one-on-one interviews with the researcher in this study.  Seven of 

the coaches were men while three were women.  Seven of the athlete participants were men and 

six were women.  Six individual sports and seven team events together make up the winter sport 

disciplines included in this study.  

 The average age of the coaches who participated in this study was 46.6 years of age with 

the youngest coach being 39 and the oldest being 68 years old.  The average age of the athletes 

who participated was 32 with the youngest athlete being 23 and the oldest being 48 years of age.  

For a breakdown of individual athlete performance data please see Table 2 and for a breakdown 

of performance data by coach, please see Table 3. 
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Table 2. Individual Athlete Participant Performance Information 
ROLE GENDER EVENT YEAR MEDAL(S) 

Athlete 1 F Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Athlete 2 F Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Athlete 3 M Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Athlete 4 M Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Athlete 5 F Olympic Games 2010 1 silver; 1 bronze 

Athlete 6 F Olympic Games 2010 1 silver 

Athlete 7 M Olympic Games 2006 1 gold 

Athlete 8 F Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Athlete 9 M World Championship 2011 1 gold 

Athlete 10 M Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Athlete 11 M Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Athlete 12 M Olympic Games 2010 1 silver 

Athlete 13 F Olympic Games 2010 1 silver 
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Table 3. Individual Coach Participant Performance Information 
ROLE GENDER EVENT YEAR MEDAL(S) 

Coach 1 F Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Coach 2 M Olympic Games 2010 2 gold  

Coach 3 M Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Coach 4 F Olympic Games 2010 1 silver; 2 bronze 

Coach 5 M Olympic Games 2010 1 silver 

Coach 6 F Olympic Games 2006 1gold; 1 silver; 1 bronze 

Coach 7 M Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

Coach 8 M World Championship 2011 1 gold 

Coach 9 M Olympic Games 2010 1 gold; 1 silver 

Coach 10 M Olympic Games 2010 1 gold 

 

 The population of interest for this dissertation is coaches and athletes who together 

achieved Olympic or world championship podium results.  The findings are not generalizable as 

a very small sample participated in this research; however, the audience of interest for findings 

from this research is large.  As Atkinson (2007) wrote, each individual’s story is simultaneously 

unique and universal.  Elements of the experiences of leadership documented in this research 

will resonate with people who seek to understand and practice leadership in the pursuit of 

excellence.  Leaders and followers in disciplines where performance outcomes are paramount 

can gather knowledge and insight from this study.  More specifically, coaches, athletes, IST 

members, national sport organizations (NSOs), Canadian Sport Institutes (CSIs) and other 

stakeholders that together seek Canadian Olympic podium outcomes can develop their 

understanding of leadership in this successful podium performance sport context. 
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Overview of the Research Process Multifactor Leadership 

 Semi-structured interviews were conducted to assess the integrated research model of 

podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) and access participants’ unique perceptions of 

leadership.  The quantitative survey data gathered using the MLQ (Bass & Avolio, 2004) 

evaluated each individual coach’s leadership from leader and follower perspectives.  The MLQ is 

a valid and reliable instrument that measures the theory of transformational and FRL.  Fourteen 

of the semi-structured interviews were conducted in person and nine were conducted over the 

phone.  These 23 interviews ranged between 46 and 127 minutes in length and took 

approximately four times the length of the interview to transcribe.  The interview transcripts in 

total are 291 single-spaced pages of typed text.  

 The coding and thematic analysis of the interview transcripts took approximately 50 

times the number of hours dedicated to tallying the MLQ survey data.  The surveys took 

participants between 15 and 20 minutes to complete.  Surveys were completed as a follow-up 

step to the semi-structured interviews in this project.  After the separate qualitative and 

quantitative data was collected and analyzed, the two strands were merged.  This process 

involved comparing and contrasting findings from the surveys with the codes and themes that 

were discovered through thematic analysis of the interview transcripts.  Overall, the individual 

participants’ perceptions and stories of leadership shared during the qualitative phase of inquiry 

were paramount and took priority over the MLQ survey data, which supplemented the interview 

findings.   

Thematic Analysis Approach  

 The interview transcripts were subjected to comprehensive thematic analysis in this 

study.  Thematic analysis is a research method that has recently been recognized as its own 
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branch of systematic qualitative inquiry (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Joffe, 2012).  Simply put, 

thematic analysis is a form of pattern recognition (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).  Qualitative 

data has traditionally been analyzed through content analysis; however, a critique of the 

emphasis on the frequencies of meaning units common in content analysis has given rise to 

thematic analysis (Joffe).  Rather than frequencies of meaning units, the number of participants 

who contributed to each theme is noted in the qualitative results chapter of this dissertation. 

 Thematic analysis blends a deep examination of meanings and nuances in the data with 

systematic transparency of method.  Through organizing, describing and finally interpreting 

qualitative data, thematic analysis aspires to be simultaneously authentic in representing 

participant’s words and systematic in process (Joffe, 2012).  Unlike discourse analysis and 

conversation analysis, thematic analysis does not attempt to analyze the structure of talk or 

language (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Because of this, thematic analysis is well-suited to examining 

interview transcripts through a psychological lens and from a pragmatic stance.  A pragmatic 

worldview informs this research.  Pragmatism is problem-centred and focused on the practical 

applications of research findings (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011).   

 A key strength of thematic analysis is that it allows findings to be presented in research 

participants’ own words (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).  Thematic analysis also allows 

researchers to retain and bore into the extracts of talk that do not fit neatly into a theoretical 

framework.  As recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006), data was evaluated in relation to the 

research questions rather than the number of times it surfaced in the data set in this analysis.   

Thematic analysts argue that the frequency of a theme does not necessarily relate to its 

significance.  By retaining rather than downplaying disconfirming or divergent accounts of a 

topic, thematic analysts build a more sophisticated and deep understanding of a phenomenon 
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(Braun & Clark).  Throughout the current thematic analysis, unique stories and perceptions were 

retained and revisited.  In addition, comprehensive thematic analysis provides the opportunity to 

challenge and refine theoretical frameworks (Tuckett, 2005).  Throughout this study the 

integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) was assessed, 

challenged and ultimately refined. 

 An effective thematic analysis not only refines theory, it highlights “the most salient 

constellations of meanings” in the data (Joffe, 2012, p. 209).  The highest quality thematic 

analyses weave together both data-driven and theory-derived themes to produce a comprehensive 

and sophisticated rendering of findings.  Throughout the qualitative results chapter in this 

dissertation, themes are presented as either theory-driven (deductive) or data-driven (inductive). 

 The data-driven themes in this study were developed through inductive analysis.  

Inductive analysis occurs when the researcher sees a theme in the data that does not align with 

theory yet includes and analyzes it because it is part of the data set.  In this study data-driven 

themes are labelled as inductive themes.  Contrary to the language of grounded theory, themes 

do not emerge from the data without the researcher’s analytic assistance (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

The close reading and re-reading of interview transcripts allowed the researcher to recognize and 

subsequently look for themes in the data that were not driven by the theoretical framework and 

interview questions that guided this research.     

 The theoretical scaffold that the researcher brings to analysis informs the deductive codes 

and themes parsed from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Deductive themes are also called 

theory-driven themes in this research.  An heuristic coding frame combines inductive and 

deductive codes that together have the capacity to answer the research questions.  The research 

findings that flowed from the coding process and thematic analysis are a complex synthesis of 
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inductive and deductive themes in this study.  Together the inductive and theory-driven findings 

present a comprehensive understanding of the 23 participants’ experiences of leadership.   

 An important limitation to acknowledge in this thematic analysis is that one researcher 

developed the codes and themes.  As in most dissertations, multiple authors with diverse 

backgrounds did not collaborate in the initial development of the coding frame used for 

qualitative thematic analysis.  Notably, the PhD supervisor tested the trustworthiness of the 

inductive codes that the researcher derived from early analysis of the data.  The supervisor coded 

one complete transcript and through the dialogue and process that followed this test of 

agreement, the inductive codes were adjusted.  The inter-rater agreement for meaning assigned to 

tracts of text was 80% prior to this final dialogue and refinement of the coding frame.   

 The coding trail that thematic analysts forge must be transparent so that steps may be 

retraced and conclusions possibly challenged (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).  The researcher 

conducted and transcribed every interview in this study, and in so doing began the earliest phase 

of analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  During transcription, hunches were noted and early 

connections between participant experiences were made.  Prior to the supervisor’s testing of the 

inductive coding frame, the researcher coded the data three times and altered the codes 

throughout this initial analytic process.  Following the inter-rater agreement test and refining of 

the coding frame, the researcher coded the entire data set two additional times. 

 Each code in an effective thematic analysis must be internally consistent and externally 

exclusive (Li & Seale, 2007).  During the data analysis process each code’s ability to reflect the 

participants’ experiences and present the essence of the data set was continually scrutinized.  

Once the coding frame was accepted as comprehensive and heuristic, it was used to code the 

entire data set.  After coding was complete, codes were related to and challenged by one another 
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and then compared to the theoretical framework.  As recommended by Tuckett (2005), at this 

point in the analysis an interpretive process of knitting together description, analytic abstraction 

and interpretation took place.   

 At this interpretive stage of analysis, the thematic map moved away from the particular 

toward the general (Tuckett, 2005).  Example extracts from the data were combined with analytic 

narrative to blend detailed description with scholarly interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  The 

final phase of this thematic analysis involved comparing the complete thematic map with the 

integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) and connecting 

the findings with other scientific theory that was not included in this original conceptual scaffold 

that guided this study.  Two or three extracts that reflect each theme were carefully selected to 

comprehensively and emphatically represent the thematic and theoretical picture that this 

analysis developed. 

Qualitative Rigor: Trustworthiness in the Data 

The primary research question that guided this study was: What leadership processes and 

behaviours preceded an Olympic or world championship podium performance?  This question 

demanded a qualitative answer.  To uncover the leadership experiences coaches and athletes had 

in the years and months leading up to their podium success, the participants needed to be asked 

about them.  Qualitative scholars acknowledge that their findings are a construction rather than 

an excavation of stable data (Berg, 2009).  The quantitative paradigm has traditionally operated 

with the epistemological assumption that there is a clear path along which the researcher should 

travel and that with the correct training and methods, truth may be unearthed (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005).  When quantitative definitions of validity and reliability are applied to qualitative inquiry 

their heuristic value diminishes.  
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The depth of detail found in the best qualitative research does not facilitate generalization 

but instead, promotes specific understanding (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  Rubin and Rubin 

(2005) have suggested qualitative interviewers seek data that is vivid and nuanced in their work 

because these qualities promote reader engagement and reflection.  In 1973, Geertz coined the 

now ubiquitous phrase used to describe the type of data that qualitative researchers strive to 

collect.  Rich, “thick descriptions” (Geertz) are the cornerstone of trustworthy qualitative 

research.  Data that is richly and thickly described is rigorous. 

Harnessing multiple methods increases the depth, detail and rigor of qualitative data.  

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) stated that using triangulation should not be viewed as an attempt at 

achieving objectivity in qualitative research.  Qualitative scholars today state gathering data from 

many people and more than one method increases the nuance and sophistication of findings 

rather than the objectivity of them.  Subjectivity is acknowledged and celebrated rather than 

vilified in qualitative work.  

Systematized comparison of qualitative data is facilitated by computer analysis (Seale, 

2008).  By demonstrating conclusions are based on systematic analysis of the data, Computer 

Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) increases the trust readers will have in 

the researcher’s findings and conclusions (Seale, 2008).  In this research, the CAQDAS program 

NVivo 10 (2012) was used to organize and code the verbatim interview transcripts.   

Rigor is increased through excerpting lengthy and contextualized segments of interview 

transcripts in the thematic analysis chapter of this dissertation.  Readers can decipher and 

interpret data for themselves when it is presented in this way (Berg, 2009).  Long tracts of the 

interviewees’ voices not only serve to increase the rigor of interview research but also engage a 

wide audience through their round and embodied sound (Markula & Denison, 2005).   
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Finally, the rigor and trustworthiness of the qualitative interview data was augmented 

through member checking in this study.  Member checking occurs when interviewees read 

through the written transcripts of their interviews and evaluate the accuracy of these documents 

(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011).  Although the final research text was shaped by the researcher 

and is not value-free or neutral, the aim of interpretive work is to ensure that the data remains 

recognizable to the research participants (Griffin & Bengry-Howell, 2008).  Member checking 

allowed participants to reflect on what they shared during interviews.  This evaluative process 

allowed the interviewees to assess the accuracy of the transcript in representing the experience 

they shared during their interview. 

Ethical Approval 

 This study received ethical approval from the Conjoint Health Research Ethics Board at 

the University of Calgary.  In addition, the researcher successfully completed the Tri-Council 

Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans Course on Research Ethics 

(TCPS 2: CORE).   

Informed Consent 

 All participants gave informed consent before contributing to this study and were assured 

that they could end participation at any time during the study.  Participants were told that their 

interview and survey responses would be kept confidential and that all data would be stored in a 

locked filing cabinet during the study.  During the informed consent process, participants were 

assured all data would be shredded upon completion of this dissertation and that participation 

presented no physical or psychological discomfort or inconvenience.  During the informed 

consent discussion, participants were told that their interview experience could serve to solidify 

their own understanding of the role of leadership in their sport performance success.  Participants 
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were told at this time that information gathered during the study would help to develop an 

understanding of leadership in this unique sport context.  They were also told that because they 

would be part of a small sample there was a possibility that they might be able to identify 

themselves or other participants in the final research text.  Consent forms were kept separately 

from the interview material in a sealed envelope and locked filing cabinet.  

Limitations of the Study 

Most qualitative research relies upon a purposive or theoretical sample.  These samples 

are comprised of participants who reflect the phenomenon or theories of interest to the study 

(Silverman & Marvasti, 2008).  The participants in this study were carefully selected because of 

their unique ability to answer the research questions posed.  A lack of random sampling can be 

viewed as a limitation of this mixed methods study.  Because large random samples are required 

to form generalizations about the population of interest, purposive samples by definition cannot 

make claims of generalizability.  Participants who became part of the purposive sample in this 

research were invited via email to participate in this study because they possess the potential to 

answer the research questions posed.  

Initial email contact information for participants was obtained through the researcher’s 

personal connections to the Canadian Sport Centre, Calgary; a physiotherapist; a physiologist; 

her supervisor and an athlete on her swim team.  The PhD supervisors’ connection to Olympic 

winter sport in Canada also facilitated initial contact with coach and athlete participants.  The 

difficulty of accessing potential research participants capable of contributing to this project was a 

research limitation.  Not all potential participants were reached and some did not respond to the 

researcher’s requests for an interview.  Self-selection was also a limitation in this study as 

participants were free to participate.  Medalists and coaches who did not participate in this study 
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but did achieve podium outcomes may have different perceptions and experiences of leadership 

than the 23 who contributed to this research.  

Another limitation in this study is that the researcher developed the codes and themes 

through the initial interviewing, transcription and first three rounds of coding.  However, as 

noted earlier, inter-rater agreement between the supervisor and student was established before 

the final coding frame was defined.  This agreement, in part, assuages the limitation of little 

collaboration between researchers in this project. 

Finally, participant intentions and motives cannot be known in this research.  The 

limitations of thematic analysis are acknowledged as the inability to know participant motives 

(Li & Seale, 2007).  What the coaches and athletes shared and omitted of their experience cannot 

be known.  There is a risk that the tacit knowledge that each person in this study holds at an 

almost unconscious level was not made visible or described in the interviews and surveys used in 

this study. 

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter the research approach, design and use of mixed methods were described.  

The purposive sample of 23 participants included in this research and their ability to answer the 

primary and secondary research questions was addressed.  An overview of the research process 

and convergent parallel design was described.  The semi-structured interviews and MLQ survey 

used to gather qualitative and quantitative data in this study was detailed.  Issues of 

trustworthiness or rigor in the qualitative data were addressed.  Ethical approval and the securing 

of informed consent was described.  The limitations of this research project were outlined in this 

research design and methods chapter.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEW RESPONSES 

Overview of the Thematic Analysis 

 Coaches’ and athletes’ personal descriptions of leadership are presented in this chapter.  

This thematic analysis is the culmination of five complete codings of the interview transcripts.  

Details of this iterative process are included in the third chapter of this dissertation.  What 

follows is a narrative presentation of the three meta-themes and 24 contributing themes that 

together reveal leadership in the podium performance sport context.  Rigorous thematic analysis 

integrates theory-derived and data-driven themes (Joffe, 2012).  Theory-driven and inductive 

themes are woven together in this chapter.  This representation retains the interconnected nature 

of the theory-derived and inductive findings that emerged from the interviews and their 

subsequent thematic analysis.  The three meta-themes found in this study are: demanding, 

relational and solution-focused leadership.  Please note that all capitalization within coach and 

athlete quotes reflects the speaker’s emphasis throughout this chapter. 

Demanding Leadership 

He was democratic in leading you there but if he saw that things 
weren’t being resolved or we weren’t getting where we needed to 

be, he could lay down the law (Athlete 6). 

Overview of the Demanding Leadership Meta-Theme 

 The demanding leadership behaviour meta-theme is made up of six component themes.  

The interconnected themes that in combination reflected demanding leadership behaviours and 

processes in this study are: directive behaviour, expectations, mistakes, hard work ethic, 

execution and decisive conductor.  The theme of directive behaviour is marked by the coaches’ 

pointed and clear expectations in this sport context.  Challenging and concise information was 

communicated to athletes and sport stakeholders.  This clarity of expectations facilitated 

accountability to the details of preparation for athletes and support staff in this study.  
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Expectation reflects the very high and specific demands that were made by the coaches in this 

study.  To be the best one day requires being the best everyday and this paraphrase of one 

coach’s approach summarizes this theme.  Rather than focus on mistakes, coaches in this study 

tended to use errors as opportunities to learn.  A focus on progress rather than problems is 

evidenced in the theme titled: Mistakes.  Hard work ethic is the next theme in the demanding 

cluster.  Embracing extreme effort was a necessary foundation for podium success and was 

required of both coaches and athletes in this study.  The emphasis on winning that is a 

foundational in the theoretical framework that drove this study was disconfirmed by the theme of 

execution discovered during participant interviews and the subsequent thematic analysis of them.  

The pressure to win is supplanted by the demand to execute everyday in this sport context.  

Coaches were described as diffusing rather than igniting the will to win in this theme.  The last 

theme that rounds out this group of demanding leadership behaviours is called: Decisive 

conductor.  Captured in this theme were the final, and often difficult, decisions made by the head 

coach across sports where extraordinary results were achieved.  Head coaches were equated to 

maestros who selected the best experts, athletes and support team and then directed them in the 

process of preparing an extraordinary harmonic performance. 

The Component Themes of Demanding Leadership 

Directive Behaviour 

 Ten of the thirteen athletes and seven of the ten coaches who participated in this research 

described leadership behaviour that was demanding and directive in their interview.  Both 

coaches and athletes described directive behaviours as frank, honest and driven by the need to 

make athletes and sport stakeholders accountable to each layer of the preparatory process.  
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Directive behaviour played a crucial role in upholding the very high standards that will be 

discussed in the sub-theme of expectations, which is the following theme in this chapter.   

 Directive leadership behaviour is an inductive theme as it grew from interviewees’ stories 

rather than a theory-based interview question.  The athletes described their coaches as persistent, 

challenging and consistently tough in training.  One coach said, “My role includes challenging 

and questioning” both athletes and staff (Coach 6).  This description was echoed by a gold 

medalist who said that his coach was unflinchingly focused on him doing the best he could do 

every single day “and building in positives but letting you know where you needed to step it up. 

It was good. It wasn’t sugar canes and rainbows all the time” (Athlete 4).  The coaches and 

athletes who described directive leadership behaviour used similar descriptions to this athlete’s.  

Positive feedback was paired with pointed communication. 

 Three of the athletes described their individual coaches’ ability to “call them out” with 

direct and unvarnished information when standards were not being met in training.  The seven 

coaches who contributed to this theme universally described their feedback as truthful and 

emphasized the critical need to speak both clearly and frankly with their athletes.  One athlete 

said at times her coach needed to “lay down the law and kick our asses” (Athlete 13).  Another 

gold medalist who competed in three different Olympics described the most effective coaches as 

strong and honest communicators who stay open to feedback from athletes.  This athlete added 

that his best coaches did not over-talk and clarified their message in less than four minutes.   

 The concise and consistent demands communicated to athletes who ultimately won 

Olympic and world championship medals is summarized by the following self-description shared 

by a coach who has led teams to multiple gold medals at more than one Olympic Games: 
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I have always been a hard-nosed coach.  I am consistent, I don’t 
play games with my athletes and I don’t tell half-truths with them, 
I’m honest with all of them (Coach 1). 

One of the athletes who trained under the coach quoted above supported this description in her 

own words: 

She’s not the type to heap on huge praise. She is to the point, get it 
done… I think the relentlessness on the part of the coaching staff 
to not let up…it was really intense. The whole plan was: The 
Olympics should feel easy, you go there and you just perform so 
everything leading up to that had to be a grind – and tough (Athlete 
1). 

 All participants who contributed to this theme echoed the concise communication of daily 

demands that this athlete described.  The directive leadership behaviours that preceded podium 

performances were universally tied to clear expectations.  These expectations were not only 

upheld but also incrementally raised in the lead up to the podium performances that the athletes 

and coaches in this study ultimately executed. 

Expectations  

 This is a theory-driven theme because interviewees were asked if expectations were clear 

in their training and competition environment.  All participants agreed that the expectations were 

absolutely clear.  Nine athletes and nine coaches detailed descriptions of the level of expectation 

that marked their journey to the podium.  One athlete commented on the rigid and extremely 

high expectations that her Olympic coach placed on her training group with precision and 

consistency.  All of the coaches supported this idea and said their expectations were high and 

clear throughout the preparatory process that culminated in podium performances.   

 The coaches who contributed to this theme described their expectation of daily 

improvements and hourly gains that were technical, tactical, physical, mental, or an alchemic 

combination thereof.  An athlete shared that her team “really thrived off that” challenge of ever-
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increasing expectations communicated by their coach (Athlete 13).  Her coach supported this 

point in his interview.   

 Two of the coaches stated that the most successful athletes they have ever coached 

respond positively to clear expectations and that ultimately, an effective coach will explain in 

detail but with simplicity, what the athlete must do.  All coaches who contributed to this theme 

said concise communication of clear expectations was central to their leadership. 

 Most athletes also described the ever-increasing expectations they had for themselves.  

One gold medalist said, “the expectations I have for myself are higher than everyone else’s” 

(Athlete 11).  Similarly, a silver medalist stated that the standards he set for himself were “pretty 

clear expectations that I wanted to be the best person there, so every day I trained I wanted to be 

the best person training” (Athlete 12).  The everyday awareness of and need to meet the high 

standards of execution in training were reflected in all participants’ descriptions of their journey 

to the podium.   

 Three coaches described the daily expectations placed on athletes preparing for Olympic 

and world titles in way that is captured emphatically by this quote: 

For me it was important that they (the athletes) get up every 
morning, do that hard program knowing that to be the best in the 
world one day, they need to be the best in the world everyday 
(Coach 2). 

 This coach also described the tenacious pursuit of optimal performance as his team’s 

TNT philosophy: Today Not Tomorrow.  It was encapsulated by this coach as a, “Be here. Be 

now. Be better” mantra that he emphasized and re-iterated to his athletes at every practice.  This 

coach’s athlete corroborated the TNT standard that pervaded their Olympic training.   
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Mistakes 

 Every athlete and coach in this study said that they did not focus intently on mistakes in 

their preparation for a podium performance.  Three of the coaches and eight of the athletes 

expanded upon and elaborated the role mistakes played in their podium preparation process.  

One athlete described his Olympic coach as one who did not focus on mistakes.  He shared his 

experiences with other coaches who were not as effective because they highlighted errors: 

We all make mistakes but let’s look at the good things and no, we 
definitely didn’t slow down the video and what you end up doing 
sometimes on your club teams is going over each goal against on 
the video and nobody wants to be on the screen! And even though 
you’re not really getting ridiculed all the time you are still ON 
THERE and you feel like you let the team down and in that 
Olympic tournament (2010) I found it was totally the opposite, it 
was about…bringing what we do well and I think that’s very 
enabling – and mistakes were not part of it (Athlete 10). 

This athlete’s coach corroborated his perspective on mistakes and went on to say mistakes should 

be viewed as generative: “When you make mistakes you have an opportunity to get better…if 

you don’t have adversity, face it, when it comes you’re not going to deliver” (Coach 10).   

 Another coach supported this view of mistakes as development opportunities.  He said 

that focusing on errors is the easy thing to do in performance-driven sport.  This coach believed 

his role was to create a learning environment for his athletes.  The athlete who worked with this 

coach described distancing herself from coaches who were mistake-focused.  She did not listen 

to coaches who focused on errors.    

 A different athlete, who characterized her coach as a “too tough” for many athletes to 

handle, described her coach’s feedback as a series of reminders and cues that focused her on 

what she was mastering.  This description points to an emphasis on solving problems rather than 

tallying them and bridging gaps in performance instead of highlighting them.  The daily pursuit 
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of ever-increasing standards not surprisingly demanded a great amount of hard work from 

athletes and coaches alike prior to their podium performances. 

Hard Work Ethic 

 This inductive theme was described by ten athletes and six coaches.  Two of the coaches 

described work ethic as the necessary starting point for podium success and a behaviour that was 

as important as talent in an athlete.  One of these coaches said, “Without the capacity to 

work…your skill is never coming out. You see a whole bunch of people that are talented all over 

who never get anything done – that’s why” (Coach 10).  He added that he would never ask 

anyone to work harder than he was willing to work.  Every coach who described the hard work 

ethic required to be the best in sport attributed this behaviour to themselves as well as their 

athletes.   Three athletes echoed this description of their own coach as someone who worked 

incredibly hard.   

 Every participant described the years of work that paved the way to podium 

performances in this theme.  One world champion said that his podium success simply came 

from years of working really hard each day.  Pushing the limits of one’s physical and mental 

capacities was detailed by two athletes and one coach as central to their results.  The dedication 

to daily effort at the edge of one’s limits was described as foundational in this sport context. 

 It is not surprising that extreme effort was a required to win a medal; but what is notable 

is that four of the athletes in this study described their love of hard work.  One gold medalist 

described his life after sport and said that the physical demands he places on himself in 

everything he does – his drive to beat his own times or scores – is something he truly relishes.  

This feeling is captured in his own words: 

The 10,000 hour rule to me is superseded by passion, in other 
words, books like the Talent Code and Outliers make you think if I 
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want to be the guitarist for Van Halen I’ll just lock myself in a 
room for 10, 000 hours and I’ll be as good as Eddie Van Halen – 
and that’s garbage. If you have a passion for it, if you are doing 
something you LOVE to do then 10, 000 is no problem. If you 
don’t and it’s actually work for you then 10, 000 is impossible. 
…and I think that’s 90% of winning (Athlete 7). 

This ability to not only do the work required with passion but to derive pleasure from it was 

described by three additional athletes in their interviews.  Disciplined consistent effort was 

presented as a cornerstone of winning by another gold medalist’s coach: 

It’s about self-discipline: Do what you have to do when you have 
to do it – do it as good as you can and do it that way ALL the 
time…you have to do EVERYTHING with purpose and you have 
to do it NOW and you have to do it as well as you can every time. 
It really is the difference between gold medalists and the people in 
fifth and sixth I think (Coach 3). 

The consistency and conscientiousness of effort reflected in this statement speaks to the very 

high demands that differentiate performance-driven sport from other contexts.  Across the years, 

months and days of training and competing that culminated in the Olympic medals won by the 

participants in this study, hard work was not only required but also notably loved by some of the 

athletes and coaches.  Closely linked to the concept of unchecked effort within this meta-theme 

of demanding behaviour is an emphasis on execution. 

Execution 

 This theme grew inductively from the participants’ stories.  Six coaches and eight athletes 

described their preparation for podium success as a journey charted and fuelled by performance 

and process goals.  Every athlete who contributed to this theme described an intense focus on 

everyday execution rather than their Olympic podium goal.  One athlete said that when he 

envisioned himself in the Olympic Games he did not conjure the scoreboard or a gold medal: 

I did envision executing my game plan FLAWLESSLY – being the 
best that I can be because as you know, what everyone else does is 
out of your control (Athlete 4). 
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This athlete’s coach described the daily emphasis on execution that shaped the incremental 

discovery and creation of the best possible strategy for performance.  A coach from a different 

sport described his perspective similarly: 

We don’t focus solely on results. We focus more on the execution 
of what we do in training and what we are trying to accomplish. So 
I’m not yelling at them: Think about winning the race! I focus on 
technique and doing everything we need to correctly so when they 
get in a race they perform optimally (Coach 8). 

 Every coach and athlete who addressed this theme described a process and performance 

focus that ultimately led to winning outcomes.  It may on the surface be surprising that winning 

was not emphasized or discussed daily amongst these extremely successful athletes and coaches.  

However, the participants in this study were well aware of the podium outcome goals that they 

shared; moreover, this clear result was not something they needed to remind anyone in their 

organization of throughout the months and even years leading up to their Olympic moment. 

  One athlete said that the pressure to win was so pervasive and burdensome in his sport 

that his coaching staff and team mates were ultimately effective because they diffused that 

pressure: 

They (the coaches) had a really nice balance: Gold is the goal but 
along the way there isn’t the feeling of being stressed out, they 
know we feel that stress and they found ways to take that stress 
OFF of the athletes still knowing that the expectation is gold 
(Athlete 10). 

Each participant who addressed winning in his or her interview subtly echoed this statement.  

These coaches and athletes were absolutely expected to win medals by their sport governing 

bodies, by their families and by many Canadians.  In the cases described, the pressure to win was 

supplanted by an emphasis on execution that in a sense neutralized the burden of medal 

expectations placed on these people.  What is striking about this theme is the role of the coach in 
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navigating the extreme pressure and focusing the athletes on execution rather than outcome.  It is 

the individual coach’s role as decisive leader that is detailed in the following theme. 

Decisive Conductor 

 As with the previous theme, this pattern emerged inductively from the interviews.  Nine 

coaches and seven of the athletes in this study shared that difficult decisions were required at 

some point along the road to performance success.  These hard decisions were universally made 

by the head coach.  This quote summarizes this individual leader behaviour: 

I think you have to have empathy but you can’t be swayed by it – 
that can’t affect your decision making. You have to be willing to 
make decisions, definitely. You have to be willing to be alone 
because loneliness is part of leadership, I do believe that.  There is 
nobody – when you are making some of those decisions – that can 
understand the things you are going through to make those 
decisions. And especially when the buck stops with you (Coach 1). 

This coach was the only one who described leadership as lonely; however, the burden of making 

the final call and what that meant to the team, the sport and the ultimate outcome was raised by 

every coach and athlete who described the need for head coaches to make difficult decisions in 

this sport context.  This responsibility fell squarely on the head coaches’ shoulders across sports. 

 Similar to the coaches who contributed to this theme, athletes described a strong and 

confident, but not unbending, style of behaviour that is captured below: 

The coach in charge has to have the confidence to make those hard 
decisions – maybe there’s no snow there and a lot of people just 
don’t want to rock the boat or they’re worried about the budget or 
worried about this – but you’re not going to win with that attitude, 
you have to GO, you have to make decisions and be committed 
and confident in what you are doing (Athlete 9). 

 All 16 participants who contributed to this theme described the head coach needing to 

make a final, and sometimes unpopular, choice.  Aligned with making difficult but astute 

decisions and having the confidence to do so were descriptions of the head coach as the 
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conductor.  Four coaches shared stories of bringing together their ISTs in the months leading up 

to their athletes’ podium performances and very directly demanding that this group of experts 

perform as a unified team or orchestra.  In contemporary Canadian Olympic sport, the IST is 

made up of experts from disciplines such as: physiotherapy, sport psychology, physiology, 

massage, chiropractics, video analysis and equipment technicians.  Two coaches used the 

orchestra metaphor to describe their leadership behaviour.  For example, one said: 

I always compare it to being chef d’orchestre or maestro.  I had to 
find the best musicians, the best trumpeter, the best pianist, the best 
people to make the most beautiful music out of everyone – and to 
bring the BEST out of everyone. As a coach, that’s really what I 
did from the start, which was not the case in my sport in the past, 
the coaches were trying to do everything (Coach 9).  

This coach has gone on to assess many high performance coaches and noted that contemporary 

head coaches who are not willing to hire a staff of experts and give responsibility to their IST are 

not as effective as those who select and enable these experts to contribute to developing athletes 

who perform at a higher level than they would if the coach/maestro did everything on their own. 

 Finally, coaches and athletes who contributed to this theme blended descriptions of the 

near constant communication and shared accountability that made the team of experts approach 

work.  Across these stories the decisive, demanding but not deaf head coach was cited as the 

conductor who needed to make informed decisions that were entirely performance based: 

I spent a lot of time listening early on…I really focused on 
listening, and then I made decisions – performance decisions, 
regardless of who the person was (Coach 6). 

This excerpt illuminates the link between the head coach conducting a group of experts and 

making the final, sometimes difficult, decision in successful podium performance sport.   
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Relational Leadership 

I think you have to establish a relationship with them before you 
can really learn from your coach (Athlete 6). 

Overview of the Relational Leadership Meta-Theme 

 The relational meta-theme is made up of eight sub-themes that together present a vivid 

image of the foundational role relationships played in this sport setting.  In the order they appear 

in this section, this constellation of component themes is: coach-athlete relationship, trust, 

coaches are teachers, intellectual stimulation, idealized influence-attributed, idealized influence-

behaviour, inspirational motivation-vision and finally, the vision IS the plan.  Four of these 

contributing themes are theory-driven and tied directly to the transformational leadership 

framework.   

 The coach-athlete relationship and the individual support athletes took from it is detailed 

in this first contributing theme.  As well, the role of the coach-athlete relationship in developing 

the coaches’ in-depth understanding of their individual athletes and “what makes them tick” is 

detailed.  Trust was described as a product of the coach-athlete relationship.  This theme includes 

trust in the coach, the plan, the IST and the program direction – trust shaped the processes that 

preceded podium success for many participants in this study.  Coaches are teachers in this sport 

context and this theme details their pedagogic role.   Intellectual stimulation includes the 

cognitive and emotional development that athletes experienced.   The athletes’ psychological 

development is presented often as a dialogue between coach and athlete – spiked by questions 

and devoted to solutions.  Idealized influence-attributed portrays the confident role modelling 

and composed behaviour of coaches who did not demand more of an athlete than they did of 

themselves in this setting.  Idealized influence-behaviour is a dimension of transformational 
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leadership that was described with more specific details than the FRL conceptualization of it 

includes.  Participants who contributed to this theme said coaches spent time instilling a specific 

daily sense of purpose more than an over-arching one in this setting.  The theme of inspirational 

motivation-vision also reveals that specific daily processes were emphasized more than a vision 

of winning in this sport context.  The final theme, the vision IS the plan, grew directly from the 

finding that calling the athletes to arms and motivating them to seek victory was not required.   

The detailed, responsive and purposeful plan superseded a vision of winning for participants.  

This plan was vital, meticulous and very clearly communicated to all members of the team 

preparing to podium.  

The Component Themes of Relational Leadership 

The Coach-Athlete Relationship 

 Every athlete and coach in this study commented on the coach-athlete relationship 

because they were asked in their individual interviews what they thought the role of leadership 

was in this relationship.  The image that emerged from this question across participants is one of 

a healthy and supportive relationship that is not a friendship. 

 Six of the athletes described the coach-athlete relationship as a reciprocal one that was 

built and maintained through two-way communication.  Repeatedly, athletes and their coaches 

mentioned that this relationship took time to build.  They added that respect and trust developed 

through time spent together in the sport arena and outside of it.  Many participants described how 

important it was for coaches to not only know their athletes as sport performers but to care about 

them and their lives beyond training and competing.  One athlete said that if “you can’t talk with 

the person coaching you…because they don’t care about you, then you won’t succeed” at the 
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highest level in sport (Athlete 9).  Another described her relationship with her coach as 

“magical” and detailed the effort it took to make it that way:  

We communicated daily but we would also go for tea – it was 
good to stay connected that way, I mean she was dealing with so 
many athletes who are always boom, in her face, so I took it upon 
myself to go to her and say, let’s book our next meeting, so we 
would have meetings off-site…and sometimes we would just talk 
about her kids the whole time!  But it was really more just to 
connect in a different way than we could in training (Athlete 5). 

 Three athletes said that the time they spent travelling to competitions and camps afforded 

them the opportunity to get to know their coaches as people and that this enriched their working 

relationship.  Overall, the athletes described a relationship that grew over time with their 

Olympic and world championship coaches that in turn allowed the coaches to place extremely 

high demands on them in training.  Because these athletes believed that their coaches knew and 

supported them, they embraced the extreme challenges that their coaches gave them most days.   

 Both team and individual sport athletes painted a similar portrait of the individual 

relationship that facilitated their podium achievement: 

The best coaches treat us all as individuals, each person is a little 
different too within a team…and there is an on time and an off 
time and the best coaches when you are away from the rink, I like 
that they will say how’s your family, what’s going on in your life 
and then it’s an on time where it’s chalkboard – it’s focused. It’s 
really finding that balance (Athlete 10). 

This excerpt summarizes the coach-athlete relationship described by the Olympic medal-winning 

athletes in this study.  This balance between demanding and relational behaviour infuses the 

story as a whole.  The coaches supported this image of a strong relationship built over time with 

their athletes.   

 The closeness that was needed between coaches and athletes was mentioned by eight of 

the coaches.  One of these coaches said that although she has led Canadians to two gold medals 
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“the proudest thing for me is I still have all the relationships” (Coach 1).  Three other coaches 

described the vital role that honest communication and difficult conversations played in building 

and maintaining a strong relationship with their athletes.  The idea that things left unsaid were 

detrimental to the health of the coach-athlete relationship came up in many interviews: 

You have to work to keep those lines open – even with men – and 
if the athletes interpret wrong what you said and keep it inside it 
festers and they don’t get it out on the table and that’s really bad 
(Coach 5). 

 Another coach said the relationship he forged with his athletes allowed him to figure out 

what made each one of them tick.  He said this knowledge paved the way for developing not just 

technique and tactics but the athlete as a whole person.  Three coaches described this in-depth 

understanding of each athlete as foundational for knowing when to demand more of an 

individual and when to offer them support.  The coach-athlete relationships described by every 

coach in this study facilitated a deep knowledge of the individual athlete for each coach.  This 

understanding in turn allowed coaches to “really read them and know when it’s time to push and 

when it’s time to pull back” (Coach 9). 

 What emerged from the experiences and perspectives shared in this study is that the 

coach-athlete relationship was foundational and vital.  No participant downplayed or minimized 

the contribution this relationship made to their success.  One coach who has developed multiple 

Olympic medalists from multiple Games returned to the coach-athlete relationship repeatedly 

throughout her interview and referred to it without prompting in nearly every story she told: 

The relationship is huge…the individual relationship between 
coach and athlete really, really needs professional trust. It’s a 
different relationship. You aren’t friends but you really have to go 
there, you have to build it…my athletes know that I will deal with 
them in the way that I have to really develop them and I won’t let 
something be wrong or go unsaid – so I don’t know if that is 
leadership or if that is just a great relationship (Coach 4). 
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In the next section the inductive theme of trust that this coach vividly introduced will be fleshed 

out.  Trust in the coach, the organizational direction and each step in the preparation process was 

described by participants. 

Trust  

 Eight athletes and six coaches talked about trust during their interviews.  Coaches and 

athletes who referred to trust often cited it as part of the coach-athlete relationship.  As with the 

relationship itself, trust was characterized as reciprocal in that the athletes grew to trust their 

coaches and over time, the coaches also trusted their athletes to do the right thing.  One coach 

said that the athletes needed to hear that she truly trusted them in order to maximize their 

potential and that this was not something she gave them initially – trust had to be earned over 

years of working together.  Another coach supported this claim with the comment: 

Over time you know they did trust me. They have made lots of 
challenges to me or questions or uncertainty but the part they did 
have was trust, which allowed us to get through quite a few tough 
times (Coach 1). 

A first-time Olympic gold medalist who trained with the coach quoted above described the trust 

she had not only in this coach but also in the athlete veterans on the team, the support staff, and 

the detailed training plan.  She said that cumulatively, the preparation process was something she 

trusted and that she knew everyone who contributed to developing her team was “the BEST at 

what they did and we really trusted that” (Athlete 2).   

 This feeling of trust in the system and the preparation as a whole was vital to the athletes 

who contributed to this theme.  Trusting each layer of the process was important to many athletes 

because it eased their minds at the Olympic Games.  This finding is elaborated on extensively in 

the solution-focused section of this chapter. 
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 Finally, the coaches who contributed to this theme emphasized that their behaviour as a 

decisive conductor of the entire orchestra made a huge impact on developing and maintaining 

trust.  As with many other themes in this study, a balance between the seemingly different 

demanding and relational leadership was referenced when trust was described.  One world 

champion described the combination of difficult and supportive conversations that together 

fostered trust in his coach, his IST and his program.  This athlete’s coach said that making tough 

decisions catalyzed the development of trust: 

Those decisions really create trust for athletes.  And with that trust 
comes the ability to lead and let athletes have trust in you that you 
are going to lead them in the best possible direction (Coach 8). 

 Trust was not only placed in coaches.  For many of the participants in this study, trust 

infused the preparation, it extended to the IST members and ultimately shaped the entire journey.  

The athletes trusted the organizational direction, which was charted by their head coach who was 

universally labelled as a teacher in this study. 

Coaches are Teachers 

 Every athlete in this study was asked if they saw their Olympic or world championship 

coach as a teacher and they all said: Yes.  Every coach was asked if they were a teacher to their 

medalists and they agreed that they were.  This theme is a composite image of teaching through 

role modelling, teaching through sharing stories of past Olympic experiences and teaching 

athletes about more than sport – teaching life lessons.  Five of the athletes said that they learned 

about life and about themselves through working with their teacher-coach.  Two of the coaches 

and one of the athletes commented that the head coach was more of a teacher than a coach, “I 

think actually teachers is more of what they are than coaches. Probably more teachers – both on 

and off the ice” (Athlete 1).  This athlete’s team mate added that she learned more during her 

Olympic preparation about her sport, herself, and what she needed to perform at her best than in 
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any other phase of her life.  She said that the coaching staff was largely responsible for teaching 

her these things.  This athlete added that her head coach’s teaching style was direct and clear. 

 Three coaches echoed this description of a very straightforward and unadorned method of 

teaching.  They called their approach simple and aimed to keep their teaching clear and to the 

point at all times.  In support of this style, two athletes described the vital need for the teacher-

coach to ensure every detail was taught in a way that each individual athlete understood. 

 Teaching athletes to understand the preparatory process and to reflect on what made them 

successful was the teaching style that four of the coaches described as their own: 

It’s knowing when to push and when to talk about the steps and 
processes we have to go through to be successful – and tie that 
directly back to the Olympics for them…you have to show them 
the benefits of what you are doing and then you get a stronger buy 
in by them and that’s powerful (Coach 7). 

This idea of teaching athletes the why behind the preparation process was supported by four 

additional coaches.  One coach and the athlete who trained with him both described his teaching 

as more Socrates than Caesar:   

His teaching style is not: Do this, do this – my way or the highway 
it’s I believe we need to do it this way, here’s WHY, and then he 
asks a question…and when you start from a place like that he isn’t 
squashing you like a bug (Athlete 9). 

This athlete’s coach said that he tried to teach by example, keep the athletes’ egos in check and 

never acted as if he knew everything.  A coach from a different sport reported a similar teaching 

style and said that she was definitely a teacher but also a learner.  Two additional coaches agreed 

that they were lifelong learners and that their experiences continued to develop their 

effectiveness as teachers.  One of the core lessons that the coaches taught athletes and described 

in this study was emotional and cognitive control. 
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Intellectual Stimulation  

 Intellectual stimulation is one of the transformational leadership behaviours and part of 

the theoretical framework that informs this study.  It is seen when leaders ask followers to think 

for themselves and solve problems on their own (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  In their individual 

interviews, all 23 participants were asked if athletes were encouraged to problem solve and make 

decisions for themselves during their podium performance journey.  What emerged from their 

answers was not an image of athletes problem solving but instead, developing cognitive and 

emotional control.  Nearly every participant described the central role that mental control played 

in his or her world or Olympic podium success: 

If you can get over your head and keep yourself in check mentally 
then what you’ve been doing athletically and those physical 
abilities shine – if you can just keep your head from panicking 
your body will do what you tell it to do (Athlete 6). 

Similar to this athlete’s point, a coach from a different sport and an athlete from another sport 

shared that in Olympic competition they saw the physical differences between competitors as 

minute and that “the difference between the ears IS in the end who delivers” (Coach 10).  

Throughout this theme, the difference between placing in the top twenty in the world and 

standing on the podium was attributed to an athlete’s mental control. 

 The leadership behaviours that facilitated the development of cognitive and emotional 

control in athletes was often depicted as a coach-athlete dialogue.  Most athletes described this 

generative conversation as this athlete did: 

Coach would lead our discussions and start off with questions like: 
What were you guys thinking, what were you feeling? To get us 
going on the process and if we hadn’t talked it through enough to 
figure it out ourselves then he would give what he was seeing and 
what he saw as a good solution and why (Athlete 13). 

This description overlaps with the previous theme where the coaches taught by posing questions.   
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 Coaches and athletes also described the time that was invested in developing cognitive 

and emotional control with not only coaches but also sport psychologists.  Four athletes 

described the lessons learned from their psychological consultants leading up to their podium 

wins as an invaluable piece of their success puzzle.  In contrast, one athlete claimed that she 

went against what she saw as the norm by not visualizing an Olympic gold medal throughout the 

preparation that culminated in her winning one in 2010.  This athlete described her cognitive and 

emotional approach very clearly: 

I think I channelled the pressure into something positive. I had 
myself convinced going into those Olympics that EVERYTHING 
in my life had led me to this point and that was what I was meant 
to be doing – so any nerves I felt I had convinced myself that OK, 
this is good, this is your body doing what it is naturally supposed 
to do…I channelled it into a positive thing…you have to be less 
effected by the negative things and channel the positive things in a 
better way than your competitors (Athlete 8). 

This athlete thought and felt – she told herself – that she was using the weather, the snow 

conditions and the context more effectively than her rivals.  She believed her cognitive and 

emotional state allowed her to win in the Olympic moment. 

 Another coach and the athlete he worked with both detailed their daily emphasis on 

cognitive and emotional training.  This coach described working on developing the athlete’s 

ability “to not panic but just accept being out of control and to just stay soft and know that the 

control will come back” (Coach 9).  The athlete who worked with this coach said that he could 

not have won Olympic gold without practicing “being in the moment…in the right place – I 

would call that the right place mentally” (Athlete 11).  His coach called it being comfortable with 

being uncomfortable and said that because they had worked on this cognitive and emotional 

aspect of his performance diligently for a year, this athlete handled being out of control 

“beautifully – and the rest is history” (Coach 9). 
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 The medalists and coaches that participated in this study recognized and valued the 

mental dimension of their performance success.  Ultimately, the individual athlete’s ability to 

perform under pressure was something many participants believed they took responsibility for in 

the competitive arena.  One athlete summarized this point with passion:  

When you stand on the line at the Olympics there are all these 
people but you are going down by yourself. So the earlier you can 
get in the right mindset the better…YOU take ultimate 
responsibility for your outcome (Athlete 7). 

The gold medalist quoted above has become a coach since retiring and although he did not work 

extensively with a sport psychologist while he competed, shared that as a coach of some of 

today’s world champions, the most important teaching he does is psychological.  He works on 

cognitive and emotional control with athletes today. 

 The role of the coach should not be overstated nor underestimated – it is misleading to 

streamline it into a to-do list of behaviours that will guarantee performance success.  However, 

there are veins of behaviour common across this extremely diverse group of individual coaches 

and athletes in this study that together achieved podium results. 

Idealized Influence – Attributed 

 There was no specific interview question that directly asked whether idealized influence 

could be attributed to coaches; however, ten athletes and eight coaches described their coaches in 

ways that align with this dimension of transformational leadership.  Idealized influence-

attributed is present when a leader is perceived as a self-assured yet selfless person (Bass & 

Riggio, 2006). 

 Three of the coaches and three of the athletes who contributed to this theme described 

themselves or their coach as a role model.  One of these coaches added that the number one thing 

a head coach must show, in combination with integrity, is confidence.  Two of the athletes 
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shared portraits of their coaches as quietly confident leaders who maintained their composure 

across joyful and challenging situations.  One athlete reflected the image of a confident but 

unselfish coach with this quote: 

It’s 100% confidence with little to no ego.  Never getting bogged 
down by ego. They have to be VERY confident in what they are 
doing and what their strengths are but NO ego – so if they don’t 
know something, they have no trouble asking somebody else, they 
seek the answers they don’t know (Athlete 9). 

 In addition, three coaches were described as making the process and the outcome about 

the athletes.  More specifically, one athlete called her coach the opposite of a showboat, able to 

act composed in any situation.  This athlete’s coach along with four others and two additional 

athletes described the need for a coach to never ask athletes to give or sacrifice more than the 

coach would.  This point is made in one athlete’s description of his coach: 

He made me realize that to train at this level for such a long time, 
your coach needs to have that same time and mental investment 
with their energy. To me a coach who just stands by the side or is 
just there to write programs isn’t nearly as effective as someone 
who is there with the same focus, the same passion as you have as 
an athlete. So that was one extremely positive aspect of him – 
EVERYday he brought his best so that his athletes could give their 
100% everyday (Athlete 3). 

The coach of the athlete quoted above echoed this description and said their joint efforts were 

built upon mutual respect between athlete, coach and the preparation plan.   

 Perhaps on the other end of the energy spectrum, but still part of being a role model 

through leadership behaviour, is the description of coaches who stilled rather than energized the 

choppy waters for athletes in high-pressure situations.  One gold medalist described his coach in 

a sudden death Olympic situation coming to the team with a consistently positive attitude.  This 

coach portrayed confidence in the face of adversity and this athlete described seeing his coach’s 
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attitude absorbed and modelled by his team mates who had been panicking only minutes before 

their coach entered the room.  

 Negative examples of coach leadership behaviours performed by coaches who did not 

participate in this study were cited by three athletes.  These examples emphasized how much 

these athletes valued calm and confident behaviour in their coach.  One of these athletes said that 

a member of the coaching staff (not included in this study) put additional pressure on her during 

the Olympics through telling her that the world was watching and that the Olympics were more 

important than any event she had ever competed in.  This athlete removed herself from this 

coach’s sphere immediately and relied on her peers and the coach included in this study to 

rebuild her sense of calm and recalibrate her perspective to looking at the Games as an 

opportunity to enjoy her sport.  Another athlete described a former coach as “manipulative, 

controlling, intimidating, a big personality, and a tyrant really” (Athlete 9) and he went on to say 

that this coach’s dictatorial behaviour was ultimately reflected in his former team’s sub-podium 

results.   

 The confident-without-ego influence that the majority of the coaches in this study exerted 

and athletes preferred is closely related to the second dimension of idealized influence in 

transformational leadership theory.  The transformational leadership dimension of idealized 

influence-behaviour was described with specific details not included in its theoretical 

conceptualization. 

Idealized Influence – Behaviour 

 Idealized influence-behaviour is another dimension of the transformational leadership 

framework that guided this dissertation.  It occurs when a leader talks about values, beliefs, and 

morals and verbally instils a sense of purpose in followers (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  The coach 



 70 

quoted below summarized the view shared by the six coaches and four athletes who contributed 

to this theme when she described the gold medalist she worked with: 

He HAD a strong sense of purpose. I think it was supported by 
creating the environment for him to achieve that purpose.  And his 
purpose was aligned with the purpose of the organization so it was 
easy, that piece of it…I didn’t have to create this bright shiny light 
of: Oh, we are going to go here (Coach 6). 

Instilling purpose in athletes was something all participants agreed coaches did not need to do in 

this sport context.  The over-arching purpose was to win an Olympic or world championship 

medal.  Three additional coaches stated that sense of purpose is not something their athletes have 

ever lacked and that their leadership often involved lowering athletes’ arousal rather than 

“jacking them up.”  One of these coaches said the belief that leaders are giving motivational 

speeches to their Olympic medalists prior to competing is a complete misconception because the 

athletes who are about to perform in the Olympics need to be calmed rather than reminded of the 

purpose of what they are about to do. 

 Although it is clear a sense of purpose was not something coaches needed to instil in the 

athletes in this study, two athletes saw the purpose of what they were doing each day in training 

as something that their coaches instilled in them quite directly.  One athlete shared that: 

The purpose was to win but that was easy…I think what was more 
important was establishing: What is the purpose of training every 
single day…that was something the coaches reinforced every 
single day (Athlete 2). 

 Another athlete from a different sport echoed this idea and said that the focus on being 

the best in each minute of training everyday was instilled consistently and emphatically by his 

coach.  This specific and daily sense of purpose aligns with the contributing theme of execution 

detailed in the demanding meta-theme of this chapter.   
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 In the podium performance sport context, images of gold medals and winning times were 

not conjured for athletes regularly.  Instead, a detailed daily purpose was instilled by some 

coaches.  Closely related to this theme of purpose is creating a vision which in transformational 

leadership theory is also known as inspirational motivation. 

Inspirational Motivation – Vision 

 In transformational leadership theory, which is a core component of the theoretical 

framework that informed this research project, inspirational motivation and vision are blended 

into one dimension of leadership behaviour.  Inspirational motivation is seen when a leader 

clearly communicates a compelling vision of future performance (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  An 

inspirationally motivating leader shows optimism, persistence and enthusiasm.  Each of the 23 

participants was asked what the vision for their Olympic bid was during their personal interview.  

In general, the coaches were very clear and quick to describe their vision, some athletes were as 

concise in their response, and two athletes believed that the vision that guided their Olympic 

preparation came from themselves rather than their coach.   

 The clearest vision described in this study came from a sport where the head coach and 

two team members separately said that the vision for their team was to make the Olympics easy.  

Notably, this specific vision culminated in an Olympic gold medal.  No member of this triad 

described the vision as inspirational.  It was practical and tailored to their team’s unique needs.  

 As with sense of purpose and an emphasis on winning, stating the obvious vision of 

winning an Olympic medal was not something that coaches in this study often did.  A vision of 

standing on the podium was not communicated by coaches nor used to motivate their athletes.  

One coach summarized this clearly: 
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I get asked that: How do you motivate these people? I DIDN’T.  
The situation and the environment did but not only that, if you 
want to motivate people you’ve got to get a group of motivated 
individuals and eliminate the people who are not motivated (Coach 
10). 

 A different coach described his ability to sell a unique tactical vision to his team through 

being very specific and very passionate about the precise steps that the athletes needed to follow 

each day to fulfil this vision.  The athlete who worked with this coach supported this description 

and said his coach was successful because he had the knowledge and the experience to back up 

his specific plan for the team.   

  Two coaches and three athletes who were part of one coach-athlete dyad and one coach-

athlete-athlete triad explained that the vision that guided their Olympic preparation was not 

completely unlike the one that guided their non-Olympic years of training.  One of the coaches 

described this as the “What Got Us Here will Get Us There” vision.  Because of prior world and 

Olympic success, these participants were not open to radical shifts or a new vision to guide their 

Olympic preparation and performance.  

 Across all responses what was valued more than an inspiring vision was a clearly 

communicated, detailed and insightful preparation plan. As one coach said:  

You can be in the best hotel with the best of everything but if the 
athletes don’t see the VALUE in it all they are going to complain. 
So for me, they need to understand what we are doing and why 
(Coach 7). 

This coach described many times in his interview the need for transparent and continuous 

communication of the details of preparation with his athletes.  Again, coaches were not pitching 

the idea of winning Olympic or world championship gold medals to their athletes.  Coaches were 

communicating specific information about the process and teaching the athletes what they 

needed to do to perform on demand against the world’s best.  In a sense, the vision was actually 
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the plan in this sport context.  One coach specified this directly.  The plan superseded any grand 

or inspiring message in importance.  And the participants’ descriptions of their plans were 

detailed and emphatic.  In this study, the vision was synonymous with the plan. 

The Vision IS the Plan 

 All participants were asked to describe the organization and planning that preceded their 

Olympic or world championship medal winning performance.  The reason the plan falls under 

the meta-theme of relational leadership in this study is because in every case, the detailed process 

of preparation supported the individual athlete’s unique needs.  The plan maximized individual 

potential and cut an insightful path to competitive success. 

 One of the athletes summarized what each shared in their own way about her coaches’ 

meticulous, exhaustive and individualized planning: 

She would stay up until two in the morning thinking about one 
program – so, so methodical in terms of what we were doing on 
each day and why…everything was SO well thought out and 
planned (Athlete 5). 

This athlete’s coach said that her planning began for the 2010 Olympic Games before her 

athletes had competed in the 2006 Games.  Two additional coaches shared this sentiment.   

 Along with being meticulously crafted, the majority of coaches and athletes described 

their plans as purposeful: every camp, every competition, every five minutes of each workout 

had a purpose that was tied to the master plan, according to five coaches and three athletes.  And 

the purposeful execution of each aspect of the plan was critical to the athletes’ outcomes in this 

study. 

 The details of the plan were tailored to the needs of the individual athletes in this study.  

One coach likened this to a layering on of intricacies one might go through in creating an 

elaborate house.  He added that building it was a long road that included adaptations and 
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changes.  Responsiveness in the plan was commented on by all participants – one athlete said he 

would never have won the world championships because of a great program handed to him on 

paper.  There was an ongoing assessment and recalibration of the plan throughout the building 

process. 

 Another coach called this a step-by-step approach that began with a coaches’ camp to 

organize the foundation for his team’s success.  He described coming up with the best idea for 

his specific team, forming the best plan and evolving it.  This coach said that responsive 

evolutionary process never truly ends and added that his teaching style was organized and 

focused on the details because “winning is in the details” (Coach 10). 

 An intense focus on details was echoed by all of the coaches and athletes in this study.  

Their preparation – in many participants’ words their extreme preparation – was marked by 

taking care of and anticipating countless details or little things.  One athlete said that in the end, 

those little things taken together, gave him the opportunity to win.  Another athlete said that 

everything she did each day was linked to the master plan and her coach agreed.  This coach 

shared that winning the gold medal could be attributed to:  

Preparation. It was preparation period. We could talk about 
financial support because we did have that. We could talk about 
people support. You know we had all that but bottom line was 
preparation (Coach 1). 

The coach quoted above was part of a triad and both athletes agreed with this assessment of the 

team’s success.  They believed that extreme preparation paved the way for their team’s gold 

medal performance.   

 Four athletes and two coaches described the plan as a map that allowed them to arrive at 

their Olympic performance opportunity with no regrets and a feeling that they had left “no stone 

unturned” in their preparation.  One athlete reflected on this aspect of her plan: 
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I just didn’t want to have any regrets…so much of our sport is 
beyond our control – there are so many aspects you just can’t 
control so there is only so much you can do to make sure you are 
in a good position to perform  well on that day.  And then from 
there it really is: Let’s see what happens…I felt like the only thing 
that would frustrate me would be looking back on the Olympic 
experience and seeing I lost the race because I wasn’t strong 
enough or prepared enough…so that was really my plan going in: I 
wouldn’t feel like there was any pressure from within to do well if 
I knew I had tried my hardest in preparing (Athlete 8). 

Most of the athletes shared this sentiment and this athlete’s coach said that he and his coaching 

peers out-prepared the competition through the specific details they layered into their team’s 

training and competition schedule prior to the 2010 Olympics.   

 A responsive plan and the execution of it in all sports overlaps with and is informed by 

the third and final meta-theme in this thematic analysis: solution-focused leadership. 

Solution-Focused Leadership 

You always find the solution when you have the need (Coach 9). 

Overview of the Solution-Focused Meta-Theme 

 The completely inductive meta-theme of solution-focused leadership is the largest group 

of data-derived themes in this study.  Together, the 13 athletes and 10 coaches interviewed 

presented a portrait of problem solving acumen that preceded their successful performance 

results.  The solution-focused actions and processes that together make up this section were not 

driven by theory nor interview questions.  This meta-theme is a constellation of leadership 

experiences that were meaningful enough for participants to share in their personal interviews.  

 Together, the themes that make up the solution-focused meta-theme are: team culture and 

environment, it takes a village, positive group dynamics, role clarity, team as family, athlete 

leadership, athlete characteristics, self-awareness, analytic tenacity and self-efficacy.  The first 

five of these themes describe the group of people that collectively prepared Olympic and world 
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champions.  The group – who is in it and how they function – is included in the solution-focused 

meta-theme because these people and the processes they initiated ultimately created the best 

solution and to the problem of: What do we need to do to win the most important competition in 

our sport? 

 The culture that coaches created and maintained was progressive, positive and focused on 

learning.  The team culture and environment theme presents an image of a strong culture that not 

only athletes and coaches but also every sport stakeholder was immersed in.  It takes a village is 

a theme that contributes to the finding that to produce an Olympic podium performance, a large 

network of people working together is required.  The following theme of positive group 

dynamics portrays the way this village interacts.  Collaboration, chemistry and buy in amongst 

diverse people who share a common goal of winning are included in this theme.  Individual roles  

were defined and recognized in this sport context and the theme of role clarity includes examples 

of this solution-focused practice.  The larger group that built and supported the ultimate 

outcomes in this study often strived to be like a family.  This is captured in the team as family 

theme.  An extension of this family-style support is the theme of athlete leadership.  Peer 

coaching, positive rivalries and between-athlete social support was described by every athlete in 

this study.  Athlete characteristics were described as part of the solution to the medal-winning 

question – talented, self-motivated quick learners are described in this theme.  Self-awareness 

was attributed to many athletes and coaches in this study as well.  A personal commitment to 

lifelong learning was described by many participants and this overlaps with the ferocious 

adherence to analysis that follows.  Analytic tenacity is the detailed daily assessment of 

challenges and needs – the pinpointing of opportunities and unflinching immersion in challenges.  

It is not only seeing the right mountain to climb but assembling the best people and strategy for 
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reaching the summit first.  The final theme in this section is self-efficacy.  Here, an outcome of 

the extreme preparation coaches planned and athletes underwent is revealed as a feeling. 

The Component Themes of Solution-Focused Leadership 

Team Culture and Environment 

 All of the athletes in this study and eight of the coaches described their training and 

competition environment.  Six of the athletes and all of the coaches who contributed to this 

theme said that the head coach created their environment.  One dyad described the effort that the 

coach put into keeping the training fun and the atmosphere light during the Olympic Games 

where the athlete won a gold medal.  Similarly, two additional coaches described the need to 

plan and maintain a journey that felt enjoyable and therefore worthwhile for not only athletes and 

coaches but also all IST members throughout the years and months leading up to their podium 

opportunity. 

 The environment that one head coach created in an individual sport where the athletes 

strived to train together as a team was referred to repeatedly by one gold medalist as the most 

important thing this coach did: 

Coach created a stable environment and she was a reasonable voice 
– that was fantastic…that environment – THAT is positive 
leadership of the team and I valued that most of all (Athlete 7). 

In her own interview, this coach agreed that she thought her most important work was creating a 

fair and stable environment that allowed the athletes to maximize their opportunities to medal. 

 The training and competition setting was also called a learning environment repeatedly 

by one coach and a demanding yet supportive environment by three coaches and one athlete.  

The variety of adjectives used to describe this coach-built setting all denote a progressive and 

solution-focused approach. 
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 One athlete who was part of a gold medal winning team cited the “team first 

environment” – as opposed to an individual star-focused one – as the performance edge that 

allowed Canada to win in the 2010 Olympics in his sport.  Another athlete who has medaled in 

multiple world championships and Olympic Games described her team’s environment as a 

culture of success.  She went on to say that rookies are immersed in this successful culture and 

learn how to act, talk and feel successful through immersion in this sport culture.   

 The culture that athletes and coaches were immersed in prior to their podium wins was to 

some degree a mega structure of technical experts, sport scientists and medical support staff that 

in Canada is referred to as the IST.   Every athlete described their coaches’ ability to select and 

manage the best IST in the world and, by extension, create the culture and environment that 

produced podium results.  One athlete summarized what her peers across sports described when 

she said: 

It’s so comprehensive and there are so many people involved. I 
don’t think it’s ever about one person – it’s an environment, it’s a 
culture, it’s everything (Athlete 1). 

The environment and culture in all sports was populated by a diverse and seemingly supportive 

group of people. 

It Takes a Village 

 There is an African proverb that translated to English says, “It takes a village to raise a 

child” (“Wordplay,” 2012).  The 23 coaches and athletes who shared their Olympic leadership 

experiences in this study unequivocally said that it took a village to win a medal.  Cumulatively, 

the coaches and athletes named a range of assistant coaches, strength and conditioning experts, 

sport psychologists, physiologists, osteopaths, chiropractors, massage therapists, equipment 

technicians, equipment developers, university researchers, statisticians, nutritionists, 
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physiotherapists and parents as specific members of their support network.  The contributions 

made by this list of people were varied but universally solution-focused.  

 Beyond the sport-specific support given by this network of people, many athletes 

described the social support they needed and accepted from them.  Two coaches in this study 

added to their village additional people who personally supported them along the often-gruelling 

path that they travelled to develop Olympic champions.  Although only two coaches described 

the support they needed and unofficially sought, this point makes an important contribution to 

this entirely inductive theme.  

 Eight of the ten coaches described their village of experts as the best in the world and 

three coaches commented on the large sums of money required to assemble these podium 

performance experts.  This quote summarizes the role of the head coaches relative to the IST 

network every sport in this study had leading up to their world or Olympic medal wins: 

There is no way I have the time or expertise to carry out every task 
– be it from testing physiology to strength training, you name it, I 
would say I’m strong in all those areas but there is no way I’m 
world-leading in all the areas we need. So I think the ability to 
garner all those resources and then keep them on track and 
communicate and make sure with ALL those people and those 
pieces that the grand vision doesn’t get lost (Coach 8). 

This coach’s description of keeping this network of individuals on task and aligned with the 

vision and plan surfaced in two additional coach interviews.  Another coach said he 

communicated with his IST weekly and that daily interaction with most of them was normal 

during the four years leading up to his athlete’s gold medal performance. 

 The athletes all said in their own way that they felt supported by many people throughout 

their Olympic preparation.  Four of the athletes described the unconditional support that they felt 

from their families as critical to their success.  One athlete said that she believed everyone she 

had grown up with and spent time becoming a great athlete alongside contributed to her gold 
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medal performance.  Another athlete notably described the support network’s contribution to 

podium results: 

Nobody can pretend to be successful without help. There is always 
a big team around and behind us. I was the one performing but 
they were the ones working at night, days and nights for me…and I 
wouldn’t be prepared the right way if they weren’t there – they had 
my best interest and their best interest is my gold – it’s their gold 
too…none of them let me down in any circumstance (Athlete 11). 

This athlete’s genuine recognition of the role this network of people played is notable.  His 

emphatic quote evokes an image of a group of individuals working together in a collaborative 

and mutually enriching way. 

Positive Group Dynamics  

 This theme, as with the others in the solution-focused cluster, grew out of most 

participants’ interview responses.  All ten coaches and all but one athlete described the dynamics 

of their organization (or village) and the role it played in their ultimate success.  One coach told a 

vivid story of galvanizing his IST.  This coach had world-leading academics and unschooled (but 

talented) technicians working together to support his athletes’ podium bid.  At one point he 

decided he needed to show this diverse group how he saw them and what was required of them.  

To do this he rented a DVD of Metallica (a heavy metal band) playing music with an orchestra 

and aired it for his IST.  The music was harmonic and he used this image to impress upon this 

group of people what he needed their dynamic to be like:  

I took them in a room and said this is what I see in two years and 
Metallica and the symphony play on and I paused it and said to 
them: This is what I see, people from different age, background, 
training, male, female, violin  player, guitar player, tattoos, no 
tattoos, this is what I see on my team. And listen to their beautiful 
music. They came together to make beautiful music. Who cares 
what the flute player is earning or whatever…I was very direct and 
said this is what I want, can you guys grasp this idea? This is what 
we are going to be and we are doing this for the athletes and your 
role and responsibility you need to stick to it – or not. I’m going to 
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go out  right now…I am going to come back in ½ an hour and 
whoever wants to be part of my team, to be part of that team 
should stay in this room. So in ½ an hour I’m going to see my team 
in here. If you don’t believe in this concept, get the f--- out…When 
I came back and opened the door everybody was best friends and 
they all got it. They UNDERSTOOD what I meant (Coach 2). 

 Another coach and two of the athletes from his team aligned in their separate descriptions 

of a similar diversity of members and the chemistry they had as a group.  This triad described the 

effort they consistently invested in building and maintaining a positive collective dynamic.  This 

group spent significant amounts of time meeting off ice to table their issues and plan for their 

success.  Two additional team sport athletes described a similar focus on group dynamics and the 

reinforcement of a collective effort.  This effort is not surprising in team sports where the group 

performs as one in competition.  What is interesting in this study is the focus on group cohesion 

that was cultivated by coaches and athletes in individual sports.  

 One individual sport coach worked tirelessly, according to her athlete’s description and 

her own description, to change the somewhat adversary training environment that existed in her 

sport when she was hired.  This coach encouraged four internationally decorated athletes to share 

information and collaborate in an effort to “maximize our opportunities as a team in an 

individual sport” (Coach 6).  The athletes who won individual medals and spoke to this theme 

universally cited the role that training within a cohesive team played in their development: 

Because it’s an individual sport the team aspect is something that 
was very troubled when I first started. It is something that as a 
group we have tried to make a conscious effort to evolve and 
leading up to 2010 it played a significant role…where sharing and 
collaborating were part of it…that expedites everyone’s rate of 
development and it had a big impact because of our concerted 
effort to buy into it (Athlete 4). 

The athletes and coaches who created this theme said this type of collaborative learning only 

happened when a level of trust between team members had developed.   
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 Another athlete cited coming together as a team and building trust within the group as 

central to her team’s win in 2010.  This athlete and another commented on how positive team 

interactions and a healthy group atmosphere required defining each member’s specific role and 

recognizing it throughout the Olympic journey. 

Role Clarity 

 Six coaches and nine athletes described the importance of role clarity in their Olympic 

and world championship teams.  The coaches who cited role definition as part of their success 

described not only acknowledging each athlete’s and support staff member’s role but also 

holding each person accountable to that role on a daily basis.  

 One of the athletes gave an example of the head coach phoning twenty different athletes 

and describing to them a few weeks prior to their first training camp precisely what their role 

would be within the team.  Another athlete who has competed for Canada in multiple Olympic 

Games said her team has had gold medal success when each member’s role was not only clear 

but also genuinely celebrated by the group.  Another athlete emphasized that role clarity has been 

critical to his success and that in the lead up to his gold medal performance “everyone was 

playing their role within the environment Coach created” (Athlete 7). 

 A coach from a different sport supported the idea that for performance success, each 

person must know, perform and be recognized for playing their distinct role: 

I think clarifying their role and making them understand how 
important it is  nurtures purpose.  When we would have an 
outstanding game and control most of it we made sure it was clear 
to each member that they were a big  part of that win…nurturing 
their individual roles and goals was big (Coach 5). 

The coaches from across sports agreed with this characterization of the positive impact that role 

clarification and recognition made on their teams.  Some coaches and athletes likened the group 

of individuals who together produced podium results to a family.  
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Team as Family 

 Four coaches and six athletes likened their team to a family.  Coaches and athletes who 

described their time as Canadian winter sport participants travelling for sometimes five 

consecutive months shared the need for the kind of support that people usually derive from their 

families.  For these athletes and coaches, their home is a series of hotels across an ocean from 

Canada for nearly half the year, for many consecutive years.  One athlete said he would not have 

become a world champion without the family-like support that he has enjoyed: 

When we do well you’ll see wax technicians, grown men, crying – 
they are SO emotionally invested in this. And it is a real true 
family – we spend so much time and we’ve seen tough race after 
tough race and when you see  somebody succeed…it’s amazing – 
we have a really supportive environment and when we have those 
tough races it’s almost more important that you have those people 
around saying, you’ll get it back – so not just the coaches, the 
support staff too help you keep believing in yourself and the 
program and the dream – in chasing the dream (Athlete 9). 

A coach from a different sport who also spends most of the winter abroad described a similar 

family-like culture.  He added that athletes, coaches and support staff are equals in their group; 

therefore, no individual is given preferential treatment in their family.  The network of athletes, 

coaches and IST who work together in this individual sport strive to celebrate individual 

successes of all sizes collectively.  It is important to note that one of the coaches in this study 

said that the team she was assembling was the group who had the greatest likelihood of winning 

the most medals and that she was not building a family.  

 Finally, one team sport coach and two athletes from her team all separately described the 

family-like communication between members that this head coach advocated.  In this large team, 

issues between people were talked through, as they would be at a family’s kitchen table.  This 

team made an effort to keep communication, as challenging as it sometimes was between some 

individuals, honest and open.  Difficult conversations and genuine support together marked the 
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journey to the podium.  The inter-athlete connection forged by the shared experience noted in 

this theme also appeared in the form of peer leadership. 

Athlete Leadership  

 All 13 athletes in this study and five of the coaches described the peer leadership that 

athletes gave and received in both team and individual sports.  One individual sport athlete said 

that she was sure she could not have won her Olympic gold medal without training alongside her 

team mates.  Her coach said he recognized and valued the generative contribution that positive 

rivalries within the larger team made to this athlete’s performance success.   

 Similarly, another athlete from an individual sport where three athletes on his team had 

won world cup medals and two had been world champions, said this group of intense 

competitors “coached each other constantly.”  They worked together to accelerate their learning 

and shared information about technique and tactics leading into the Olympics that he won.  The 

head coach of this group and the athlete did not paint a picture of an always smooth peer 

dynamic – in particular one member of this training group was hesitant to share insight and help 

his team mates; however, as the Olympic gold medalist described it:  

My relationships with my team mates were really good – 
especially with two of them…we were a unit for years and we 
worked really well with each other and the guy who said I’m going 
to do my own thing and then changed his mind – whether he was in 
or out didn’t matter – didn’t impact me – it impacted him (Athlete 
7)! 

This athlete completed his portrait of peer coaching by saying that he would rather beat any 

competitor when that person was at his very best and that he learned this perspective from his 

father and one of the greatest competitors in the history of his sport. 

 An athlete from a large team sport described the value of being able to go to veterans on 

her team for advice throughout the Olympic year.  She described the confidence she gained from 
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knowing that members of her team’s leadership group – a structured mix of veterans selected by 

the coaches to facilitate communication between athletes and staff – had been through the 

preparation and competition that resulted in Olympic victory in the past.  This athlete added that: 

We had our team mates’ support and because the year was very, 
very intense and we were pushed basically beyond our limits – 
there were days when we were utterly and completely exhausted – 
we pushed through that together (Athlete 2). 

This image of overcoming obstacles as a team was common across coach and athlete depictions 

of athlete peer leadership.  Another team sport athlete, her team mate and their coach cited the 

positive value of spreading a challenge across many team members’ shoulders.  These two 

athletes described a mutual support and level of understanding between team members that 

allowed them to know when to lead and when to follow during competition as “different 

situations made each one of us step up and be that person that settled everybody down” (Athlete 

13).  A network of athlete-to-athlete support was described repeatedly throughout this theme. 

 In another individual sport, a silver medalist described the training and competition 

setting as one where athletes built upon each other’s successes.  A slightly different description 

of peer leadership came from a coach who described the athletes in her training group as having 

professional relationships based on trust in the program and the process.  This coach’s Olympic 

medalist supported her description of peer leadership in this group of athletes: 

Those were some good years – PUSHING each other, training 
together, rooming together non-stop which is sometimes good but 
sometimes brutal but we always, no matter what, upheld our 
common goal and the peace more than anything so if we ever 
drove each other nuts we instinctively moved apart just for a bit 
but always in training we were SO professional, that was awesome, 
and Coach helped us do that (Athlete 5). 

 The coaches who described athlete leadership throughout this theme supported the idea 

that they facilitated positive relationships and generative rivalries between their athletes.  One 



 86 

team sport coach said that the most important meeting is the one the athletes have together, 

without coaches or staff around, prior to competing because ultimately, the athletes determine 

how they will perform together.  Each athlete in this study finished first or second in the world in 

their sport recently.  Some of them described what they believed they were like and why their 

personal characteristics facilitated their podium success. 

Athlete Characteristics  

 Participants in this study were not specifically asked about their personal characteristics 

and coach characteristics or traits did not emerge as a pattern in this data; however, five coaches 

and 12 athletes cited individual athlete characteristics that they believed contributed to winning 

Olympic and world championship titles.   

 The most common characteristic described by the athletes in this area was a love of their 

sport and a passionate drive to improve everyday.  Aligned with this drive, most athletes 

described themselves as self-motivated.  Three of the athletes added that their competitiveness 

was extreme and that they had a sense of purpose that burned from within: 

One of the things that we did with our sport psychologist I guess 
the year before the Olympics, I guess two summers before, we 
were at a training camp and one of the exercises that we did was to 
really dig deep and establish what our driving belief was – whether 
that was for school, for life, for sport, whatever, what your TRUE 
driving belief was, shed everything down and what drives you?  
That was something that I know I gained a lot from and to me, that 
driving belief is: I believe I can be the very best at what I do 
(Athlete 3). 

This strong sense of purpose was shared by most athletes who contributed to this theme.  Many 

coaches agreed that self-motivation was something the medal winners they coached possessed.  

Two coaches cited talent – raw and spectacular physical talent – as a core component of their 

athlete’s success profile.  And two different coaches noted that the most successful athletes they 

have coached, within and beyond this study, are those that apply feedback precisely: 
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If I tell them what to do they do it and they do it really well right 
away and they remember that and they don’t have to hear it 
again…they adapt quickly to what the coach is telling them and 
they have extreme belief in themselves and what the coach is 
saying and the process (Coach 3). 

Every coach and athlete who contributed to this theme supported the self-belief this coach 

mentioned.  The athlete’s belief in the preparatory process is expanded and elaborated in the final 

theme of this chapter.  Related to the above coach’s description of valuing and developing from 

feedback in sport is athlete self-awareness. 

Self-Awareness 

 In this study, self-awareness not only applied to athletes but coaches as well.  Eight 

athletes and nine coaches described self-awareness and the solution-focused impact it made in 

the lead up to their podium results.  One athlete summarized this behaviour: 

Your awareness of what’s going on is EVERYTHING…one of the 
reasons I was successful was because I knew what was going on 
and I trusted myself – I was aware and had very good self-
awareness (Athlete 7). 

In support of this idea, a different athlete said self-awareness is a prerequisite for podium 

outcomes because until she learned how to be aware of and to control her thoughts she didn’t 

win.  She added that her psychological self-awareness developed after her physical self-

awareness in her sport.   

 Two additional athletes cited their conscientious choice to be self-aware throughout the 

years leading up to their medal results as vital to their success.  Another described writing 

everything down that she became conscious of if it was positive.  She described collecting 

images that came to her in the year leading up to her gold medal win that enhanced her self-

awareness and positive imagery.   
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 This attention and awareness was called “being spongy” by another gold medalist.  He 

said that to become an individual and a leader in anything one must stay tuned in to their 

thoughts and seize every opportunity to learn.   This athlete and one other said that every person 

they met had the potential to teach them something.  They both believed this mindset accelerated 

their development. 

 All of the coaches who commented on self-awareness referred to themselves as learners.  

One coach succinctly described the blending of her own self-awareness with the situation, the 

athletes and ultimately the solution: 

Over time I’ve watched, I’ve learned…you keep accumulating it 
and you know what will work and it’s just implementing it and 
holding your guns up  and holding yourself to it. And also it’s that 
feeling of knowing when to flex or when not to – you know you 
can be too rigid in your plan and get caught that way (Coach 1). 

The coach quoted here described reading different teams and adjusting her leadership behaviour 

to maximize the potential of each team she has led to victories in multiple Olympic Games.   

 Another coach called herself a learner and a teacher in equal measure.  She cited learning 

from coaching experts, university professors, Olympic speakers and the athletes she coached.  

She said she developed her self-awareness through listening more than talking and has found that 

being a good listener has made her a better coach.  One other coach described herself similarly as 

striving to listen first and act second.  A third coach described the overlap between self-

awareness and learning emphatically: 

You need a growth and development plan for them (the athletes) 
and for yourself…it’s understanding that you don’t know very 
much and you’ve got  to keep getting better if you’re going to have 
success long term and if you don’t embrace lifelong learning you 
aren’t going to be the best for long. The best is a moving target and 
your potential is a moving target…I think all of us have the 
opportunity to get outside of our body and have a look at 
ourselves. VERY few of us do (Coach 10).  
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Closely related to this frank self-assessment and need for a lifelong learning plan is the solution-

focused theme of analytic tenacity. 

Analytic Tenacity 

 Perhaps the most notable themes to emerge in qualitative interview research are those 

that are not theory-driven yet described by every participant in the study.  The theme of analytic 

tenacity grew entirely from every participant’s leadership experience.  Analytic tenacity was 

initially coded as gap analysis but after careful re-assessment (and a practice much like the one 

described in this theme), gap analysis was cut because it implied a one-time reflection or post-

season debrief.  What every athlete and every coach in this study described was a devotion to 

analysis and unending search for the details that would make the difference between a great 

performance and a podium one: 

I was always looking for that one and two percent in everything, 
all the  time…it’s there, you need to find it and never be 
complacent – never stop looking…to be able to see the future and 
use this in a very, very specific and conclusive way – get the right 
answer (Coach 2). 

The coach quoted above has produced six Olympic medal performances and his athlete in this 

study corroborated this description of the analytic tenacity that he brought to their Olympic 

process.  This athlete equated his coach’s “out of the box” thinking with the edge that culminated 

in a gold medal. 

 A different athlete described this as the ability to identify and develop the right solution 

to every problem.  Her sport experience was depicted as one of athletes and a coach who together 

expected, discerned and faced challenges squarely.  She attributed her performance success in 

part to navigating challenges better than her rivals.   

 Uninterrupted assessment shaped most descriptions of the detailed plans that guided each 

group’s preparatory process.  One coach and one athlete from different sports described their 
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plan as a responsive one that was marked by questions and adjustments.  Another coach called 

his team’s preparatory process a “semi-structured environment” (Coach 5).  The vision and plan 

were viewed as a dynamic process by another coach who said the best plan is more responsive 

than static.  He added that an effective coach formulates this map through ongoing and tenacious 

assessment. 

 A different head coach called her group of individual athletes and IST “a learning 

organization” while another coach gave specific examples of how over her team’s Olympic year 

they had to analyze and adjust to changing physical, mental, interpersonal and tactical 

environments.  A team sport athlete and her team mate along with their coach concurred that 

relentless analysis gave them their performance edge: 

We were always brainstorming, trying to make ourselves better, 
trying to improve…if something wasn’t going well Coach would 
ask us about it, what was happening, where we were going, it was 
a constant chatter…I think that was our greatest strength (Athlete 
6). 

A similar analytic dialogue between athlete, coach and IST was described by an individual gold 

medalist.  He said he needed to learn something every day and approached his training with that 

mindset.  Analytic tenacity in a sense summarizes the solution-focused meta-theme.  It was 

described by every participant and emerged as a required leadership process that shaped every 

organization’s podium preparation.  Although the final theme in this section was not described 

by every interviewee in this study, it warrants close inspection because of the powerful impact it 

made on those who felt it. 

Self-Efficacy 

 Self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s situation-specific belief that they can perform 

well (Bandura, 1997).  The outcome of the solution-focused preparation process was a belief and 

feeling that preceded most athletes’ podium performances.  After describing her journey to the 
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Olympics in great detail and summarizing the meta-themes detailed so far in this analysis, one 

athlete concluded:  

It was VERY well thought out. Coach was so, so methodical in 
terms of the principles of training, overcompensation, training 
blocks and where you are going to do training camps. All that stuff 
was SO WELL PLANNED. I had absolute faith in what I’d done 
(Athlete 5). 

This quote captures the feeling that ten athletes and seven coaches described as the final 

destination before competing at the Olympic Games or world championships where they were 

enormously successful.  The beliefs and feelings that the athletes in large part portrayed as an 

earned peace of mind was not spurred by an interview question and was described as central to 

their performance success. 

 Two coaches cited the feeling their athletes had of an edge over the competition because 

of their special preparation and their leading-edge training environments.  An athlete described 

this mental state as knowing that he had taken care of his physical preparation and therefore 

earned the right to relax at the start line.  Similarly, another athlete said: 

I felt really well prepared because I had worked so hard over that 
last year and it was just kind of a nice, easy, fun day for me – 
instead of feeling like  I needed to push harder than I ever had 
before because I’d pushed so  hard that whole year that I could 
kind of have fun with it on the day of the Olympics (Athlete 12). 

Four additional athletes described a similar feeling of enjoyment in their Olympic performance 

that resulted from their exhaustive preparation.  One athlete described the battle in his mind 

between nervous and calm thoughts that raged all the way up to the moment he began his 

Olympic final.  For this athlete, the comprehensive “no stone unturned” process that he had gone 

through to be at the Olympic Games developed the belief that he was undeniably more prepared 

than ever before on the day that he went on to win a gold medal.  This athlete’s coach described 

what the other coaches who contributed to this theme did: that by conjuring, planning and 
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executing the right plan for the athletes, their thoughts and feelings in the pre-performance 

moments were calm and confident. 

 Another athlete called this alchemy of thought and feeling that he earned one of comfort.  

Two athletes from the same team cited the gruelling year that they had survived as a preparation 

that: 

Pushed everybody mentally, physically, emotionally in every way.  
And I think we came out of that (year): Wow, when you’re 
prepared physically you’re able to handle so much more mentally. 
And we trusted that no other nation was preparing better than we 
were (Athlete 1). 

The trust that these athletes had in the process that led to arguably the most important 

competitive performances of their lives facilitated a feeling of calm.  Athletes’ self-efficacy 

accumulated over time spent doing the right things, out-preparing the competition. 

 One of the coaches who described his role in facilitating the development of athlete self-

efficacy cited an example that vividly evokes this theme.  This coach showed his athletes their 

personal bests in a specific setting and this created a feeling in the athletes that he wished he had 

captured on tape: 

Showing them that number gave them that feeling: I’m ready to go, 
I am READY, more ready than I will ever FEEL…he was feeling 
the best he’d ever felt.  It was getting that athlete to FEEL as if 
they are invincible in a way (Coach 3). 

This coach knew it was not his words that created this feeling in the future gold medalist.  The 

personal best score that this coach highlighted and celebrated with his team catalyzed a series of 

thoughts and emotions that the athlete in this dyad agreed contributed to his 2010 win. 

 Because this theme is the culmination of preparation and the final stop on the road to 

podium performance, it was described as a product of the demanding, relational and solution-

focused process that each participant went through in the years and months leading up to their 
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successful result.  This combination of positive thoughts, calm feelings and reminders that the 

preparation was not only the best it could be but also enough to win, cannot be separated from 

the leadership behaviours and processes that preceded it.  One veteran athlete, who after a 

detailed interview and lively discussion about the role of leadership in high performance sport, 

wrote in a follow up email: 

I’ve thought about it a lot since we talked. A good leader is 
someone who is able to get what he/she wants out of the person, 
especially through challenging them, and in the end, that person 
feels good about what they’ve done (Athlete 5). 

This quote synthesizes demanding leadership with the ultimate outcome of a gruelling yet 

effective journey – in the end, the athlete feels good about their accomplishments and believes 

they have earned self-efficacy because they executed each step in the process. 

Summary 

 The thematic analysis of the 10 coaches’ and 13 athletes’ interviews revealed a composite 

sketch of leadership in the performance-driven sport context.  Athletes and coaches described 

leadership as a sometimes demanding, sometimes relational and universally solution-focused 

process in this study.  Leadership was perceived to be a dynamic, responsive and meticulously 

planned process.  In the following section, a theory-driven assessment of the individual coaches 

in this study is undertaken that largely supports the findings from the preceding thematic 

analysis. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: MULTIFACTOR LEADERSHIP QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS 

Overview 

 In this chapter the results from the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) are 

presented.  A description of this leadership survey and breakdown of the subscales used to 

measure coach-leaders are included (one coach and one athlete who participated in the interview 

phase of this study did not complete the MLQ).  The background of the valid and reliable survey 

used in this research is provided.  The transformational, transactional, passive leadership and 

leader impact scales assessed by the MLQ instrument are detailed.  Discrepancies between 

coaches’ and athletes’ ratings are reported in this chapter.  Finally, a composite sketch of the 

individual coaches’ FRL is presented at the end of this chapter.  

Survey Background 

 The MLQ has been subjected to extensive scholarly scrutiny since it was first created in 

the 1980s (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  The MLQ is a survey instrument that through decades of use, 

critique, and refinement, has become a valid and reliable questionnaire for assessing full range 

leadership (Bass & Avolio, 2004).  The reliabilities for the items measured by each scale in the 

MLQ have exceeded the reliability standards for internal consistency accepted in the scholarly 

literature (Bass & Avolio).  Today, the MLQ is used in public, private, corporate, non-profit, 

military, education, spiritual and sport organizations to assess individual leader behaviours and 

their impact.   

 Bass and Avolio (2004) described the MLQ as a departure from frameworks that 

conceptualized “autocratic versus democratic leadership, directive versus participative 

leadership, and task versus relationship-oriented leadership” (p. 3).  Unlike these either-or 

frameworks that dominated leadership studies during the 20th century, the MLQ assesses a range 
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of positive and negative leadership behaviours.  The contemporary MLQ assesses individual 

leaders and their impact with greater breadth than other leadership surveys being used today 

(Bass & Avolio). 

MLQ Scales of Measurement 

 Each version of the MLQ has been “subjected to extensive factor analyses to examine 

both the model of transformational leadership and the larger FRL theory” in an effort to ensure 

this instrument rigorously measures the leadership behaviours included in both frameworks 

(Bass & Riggio, 2006, p. 23).  FRL is a continuum of leadership behaviours that spans from 

avoidant through to transformational.  In Table 4, the scales and subscales measured by the 

MLQ are listed and their abbreviations are noted.  In addition, each subscale is described to 

clarify its meaning. 
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Table 4. MLQ Scales and Subscales 
Name Abbreviation Description 

TRANSFORMATIONAL SCALES 

    Idealized Influence Attributed II-A Attributing idealized influence to leader 

    Idealized Influence Behaviour II-B Leader instils morals, values and sense of purpose 

    Inspirational Motivation I Mo Compelling vision is communicated by leader 

    Intellectual Stimulation I Stim Leaders asks followers to think and problem solve 

    Individual Consideration I Con Leader treats each follower as unique  

TRANSACTIONAL SCALES 

    Contingent Reward C.R Expectations and rewards clarified by leader 

    Management by Exception - Active MBE.A Leader itemizes mistakes to followers 

PASSIVE SCALES 

    Management by Exception - Passive MBE.P Leader intervenes only after a problem arises 

    Laissez-Faire L.F Leader avoids action  

LEADER IMPACT SCALES 

    Extra Effort X Leader elicits extra effort from followers 

    Effectiveness E Perceived effectiveness of leader 

    Satisfaction S Follower satisfaction with leader 

 

 There are four scales measured by the MLQ: i) transformational leadership, ii) 

transactional leadership, iii) passive leadership and iv) leader impact.  The first scale, 

transformational leadership, is divided into four subscales: idealized influence, inspirational 

motivation, intellectual stimulation and individual consideration.  Idealized influence is further 

divided into a behavioural and attributed component and each is measured with its own MLQ 

subscale.  Moving along the continuum of FRL behaviours, away from the inspiring and 
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empowering transformational scales, is the second scale called transactional leadership.  

Transactional leadership is made up of constructive and corrective leader behaviours that focus 

on setting standards and detailing mistakes.  Constructive transactional leadership is measured by 

the subscale of contingent reward, which is seen when leaders set clear expectations and reward 

followers for meeting them (Bass & Riggio, 2006).   Management by exception-active is the next 

subscale on the FRL continuum.  It is labelled as corrective transactional behaviour and occurs 

when a leader itemizes the errors followers make.  The third scale, passive leadership, is made up 

of management by exception-passive and laissez-faire behaviour.  These subscales occupy the 

negative end of the FRL spectrum and are described as avoidant leader behaviours (Bass & 

Riggio).  Leader impact is the fourth scale and it is divided into the subscales of: extra effort 

expended by followers, perceived leader effectiveness, and follower satisfaction with the leader.  

The four leadership scales (and 12 subscales) that make up FRL are measured by the MLQ.   

 Leadership researcher’s historically used leader self-report data to develop leadership 

insight (Yukl, 2006).  One of the strengths of the contemporary MLQ is that includes both a self-

rating and a follower-rating format.  The MLQ assesses individual leaders from both a follower 

and leader point of view.  

Research Participants That Completed the MLQ 

 In this research, interviewees were sent the MLQ after finishing their personal interview.  

Of the 23 participants who did interviews, 21 completed the MLQ survey.  

Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire Results 

 In this section, coaches’ self-ratings and their athlete-followers’ scores are presented.  A 

list of sample questions that represent each MLQ subscale is included in Appendix C.  The nine 

leadership subscales and three impact subscales measured by the MLQ were assessed with a 
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Likert scale where 0 reflected not at all and 4 meant frequently, if not always.  The average MLQ 

scores by subscale for both coaches and athletes are presented in Table 5.  Appendices D and E 

contain breakdowns of individual coach and athlete MLQ scores. Finally, Appendix F shows the 

discrepancies between coach-athlete dyad members who completed the MLQ.   

Table 5. Average MLQ Scores for Coaches and Athletes 

 

Overview of Average Scores  

 Based on MLQ responses, the coach and athlete participants rated the coaches in this 

study as transformational leaders.  These average scores reflect leadership that inspires followers 

and empowers them to exceed previous levels of performance (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  The 

athlete and coach MLQ scores portrayed a high amount of constructive transactional leadership, 

which occurs when a leader clarifies expectations.  The average MLQ scores showed a moderate 

amount of corrective transactional behaviour evidenced when a leader itemizes mistakes.  The 

coaches assessed with the MLQ in this study were rarely perceived to be passive, or avoidant, in 

their behaviours.  On average, these coaches made a positive impact on their followers in the 

podium performance sport context. 

Transformational Leadership Subscales  

 The first subscale measured by the MLQ is not a behaviour but an attribution made by 

followers to their individual leader.  Idealized influence-attributed scores are high when a leader 

is perceived as a self-assured yet selfless person.  Leaders who have high idealized influence-

attributed scores show great confidence and put the good of the group ahead of their personal 

Scale: Transformational Transactional Passive Leader Impact 

Subscale: II-A II-B I Mo I Stim I Con C.R MBE.A MBE.P L.F X E S 

Coach: 3.3 3.3 3.6 3.4 3.6 3.1 1.6 0.8 0.4 3.3 3.5 3.4 

Athlete: 3.5 3.2 3.6 3.0 3.3 3.25 1.8 0.9 0.5 3.3 3.5 3.6 
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agenda (Bass & Avolio, 2004).  Athletes on average rated their coach at a 3.5 on this subscale 

and coaches rated themselves on average at a 3.3.  The coach and athlete assessments are high on 

this transformational subscale with athletes attributing slightly more idealized influence to their 

coaches than they did to themselves.  

 Idealized influence-behaviour is the transformational behaviour witnessed when a leader 

talks about their values and beliefs.  It is evidenced when a leader strives to instil a sense of 

purpose in followers, talks about morals and promotes a collective mission (Bass & Avolio, 

2004).  Coach and athlete ratings of this transformational behaviour were very close with 

athletes’ average rating at 3.2 and coaches’ average at 3.3.  Together, these scores show relative 

agreement between coaches’ and athletes’ perception that the coaches in this study spent time 

talking about values, beliefs and instilling a strong sense of purpose often in this sport context.  

The close alignment of coach and athlete perceptions of this subscale is noteworthy.  Both 

coaches and athletes rated the coach as transformational most of the time in their MLQ 

assessment of idealized influence-behaviour. 

 Inspirational motivation is the dimension of transformational behaviour witnessed when 

a leader articulates a compelling vision for achievement and expresses confidence in the 

individual or group’s abilities to achieve this shared vision (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  Enthusiastic, 

optimistic, and encouraging behaviours mark this leadership subscale (Bass & Avolio, 2004).  

The average score that both athletes and coaches in this study reported for inspirational 

motivation was 3.6.  These scores reflect coaches’ very frequent display of enthusiasm, a clear 

articulation of a compelling vision and confidence in the athletes’ abilities to achieve their goals.  

Athletes and coaches agreed that the coaches’ leadership behaviour was clearly transformational 

as measured by the inspirational motivation subscale in this sport context.   
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 Intellectual stimulation is the transformational behaviour embodied by the leader that 

encourages critical thinking, innovation and the questioning of assumptions.  Followers are asked 

to engage in problem solving by leaders who use intellectual stimulation (Bass & Avolio, 2004).  

The average score that coaches gave themselves on this subscale was 3.4 while the athletes’ 

average rating of their coaches’ intellectual stimulation was slightly less at 3.0.  The athletes 

reported that their coaches encouraged them to think for themselves fairly often while the 

coaches believed they encouraged this slightly more regularly.   

 The fifth and final subscale of transformational leadership measured by the MLQ, 

individual consideration, is the transformational behaviour observed when a leader teaches and 

mentors followers.  The leader who mobilizes this behaviour supports individual growth, treats 

each follower as unique, and tailors his or her behaviour to the individual’s needs and abilities 

(Bass & Avolio, 2004).  The athletes on average rated their coaches individually considerate 

behaviour at 3.3 while coaches on average assessed their own behaviour at 3.6.  The average 

discrepancy again showed a small difference between athlete and coach evaluations of coach 

teaching and mentoring initiated by the coach in this context.  Athletes overall reported that their 

coach engaged in individual consideration slightly less often than coaches believed that they did.  

However, both coaches and athletes perceived the coaches as transformational on this subscale.  

Taken together, the five MLQ subscale scores detailed in this section portray coaches in this 

context as transformational leaders. 

Transactional Leadership Behaviour Subscales  

 Transactional behaviours are described as an exchange between leader and follower 

rather than a transformation of the follower (Bass & Avolio, 2004).  Contingent reward is the 

constructive transactional behaviour found when a leader makes expectations clear and 
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recognizes people for achieving these specified standards of performance.  Contingent reward 

occurs when followers are made accountable to expectations set by their leader (Bass & Riggio, 

2006).  Coaches reported using contingent reward behaviour fairly often (3.1/4) while their 

athletes on average rated them at 3.25 on this subscale.  As with the transformational subscales, 

the difference between coach and athlete assessments of this leadership behaviour is very small 

with the average dyad discrepancy showing athletes viewed their coaches’ constructive 

transactional behaviours as occurring less often than coaches themselves perceived it occurring. 

 The transactional behaviour subscale that is one step closer to passive leadership than 

contingent reward is management by exception-active.  MLQ scores for this transactional 

leadership behaviour are high when a leader focuses on mistakes and rule infractions.  Failures 

are tallied and the leader’s full attention is focused on errors when management by exception-

active is used (Bass & Avolio, 2004).  On average, coaches rated this behaviour at 1.6 and 

athletes scored their coaches at a 1.8 overall.  These scores reflect the perception that coaches in 

this study focused on mistakes less than half of the time.  The composite finding for this 

corrective transactional behaviour is one of a coach who did not spend a large amount of time 

detailing athlete errors in this sport context. 

Passive Leadership Behaviour Subscales  

 Management by exception-passive is the first inactive behavioural subscale in the FRL 

model.  This form of behaviour is seen when a leader ignores issues and fails to engage with 

situations until they become serious (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  The leader ratings for this 

behavioural category for coaches was 0.8 and for athletes it was 0.9.  From both coach and 

athlete perspectives, the coaches in this study were not perceived as uninvolved. 
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 Finally, at the far end of the FRL behaviour spectrum is laissez-faire behaviour.  This 

behaviour is seen when a leader not only avoids making decisions but is absent when needed by 

followers (Bass & Riggio, 2006).  As with the previous behavioural subscale, coaches and 

athletes were close and low in their overall ratings of laissez-faire leadership.  Coaches on 

average rated themselves at 0.4 and athletes’ average coach rating was 0.5.  Together, these 

average scores portray avoidant leadership behaviour as occurring quite infrequently from both 

coach and athlete perspectives.  As with the passive behaviour in the previous section, laissez-

faire leadership was not a common behavioural style for the coaches who participated in this 

research. 

Leader Impact Subscales  

  In addition to measuring the nine leadership subscales that reflect FRL detailed above, 

the MLQ assesses three outcomes of leadership from both the follower and leader perspective.  

Full range leadership scholars have found that extra follower effort is highest when 

transformational and transactional behaviours are both mobilized by leaders (Bass & Avolio, 

2004).  On average, both coaches and athletes rated the coaches’ impact on follower’s personal 

effort at a 3.3/4 points in this study.  Coaches more often than not elicited extra effort from their 

athlete-followers in this sport context.    

 Leader effectiveness has also received higher ratings from both followers and leaders in 

settings where both transformational and transactional leader behaviours are used (Bass & 

Avolio, 2004).  Both coach and athlete averages for this impact subscale were 3.5/4, which 

portrays the coaches who were rated using the MLQ as quite effective.  The average coach-

athlete dyad difference on this subscale was very small with athletes rating their coaches, on 
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average, as slightly more effective than the coaches rated themselves.  In this sport context, and 

from the perspective of both leaders and their followers, the coaches were very effective.  

 The third and final leadership impact subscale that is included in the MLQ is satisfaction 

with the leader being assessed.  Satisfaction with an individual leader has been higher in settings 

where leaders relied on transformational and transactional behaviours (Bass & Avolio, 2004).  

The athlete average score was 3.6 and the coach average score was 3.4 in this study.  As with the 

effectiveness subscale described above, on this leader impact subscale the athletes rated their 

coaches higher than the coaches rated themselves.  Athletes’ satisfaction with coaches was high 

in this study.  The average difference between athlete and coach assessments of satisfaction is 

larger than the previous impact subscale but notably consistent across dyads.  In eight of the ten 

coach-athlete dyads represented in this sample the athlete rated her or his satisfaction as higher 

than the coach perceived their athletes’ satisfaction to be as a result of their leadership 

behaviours.   

A Composite Sketch of Full Range Leadership in Podium Performance Sport   

 Combining the MLQ scores that athletes gave their coaches and the coaches’ self-ratings 

produces a composite sketch of FRL behaviour and its impact in this unique sport context.  The 

overall transformational score assigned to coaches by their athletes was 3.3 while coaches’ 

average self-rating was 3.4 for embodying transformational leadership behaviours.  These 

average scores reflect a high degree of inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, 

individual consideration and idealized influence in this podium performance sport context.   

 Athletes’ overall constructive transactional behaviour score was 3.25 while coaches’ 

average self-rating was 3.1.  These scores reflect a high amount of constructive (contingent 

reward) transactional behaviour where coaches set clear expectations.  The average corrective 
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(management by exception-active) transactional scores reported by athletes were 1.8 and coaches 

were 1.6.  These averages show that focusing on mistakes was not perceived to be as common as 

the constructive transactional behaviour of setting clear expectations by coaches in this study. 

 The average passive leadership score (management by exception-passive and laissez-faire 

subscales combined) that athletes reported was 0.7 while coaches’ average score was 0.6 for 

negative behaviours.  These aggregate ratings reflect coaches’ infrequent use of negative 

leadership behaviours in this podium performance sport context.  Finally, the overall positive 

impact of the coaches’ leadership behaviours was assessed by athletes in this study at 3.5 while 

coaches self-scores averaged to 3.4 for extra effort, effectiveness and satisfaction combined.  

These scores summarize the impact of the coaches’ leadership behaviour as positive from both 

the athlete and coach perspectives. 

 When layered together and examined as a whole, the average MLQ scores produce a 

comprehensive assessment of coaches’ FRL behaviours and their impact in this sport setting.   

The coaches used transformational behaviours most of the time and together with their athlete 

raters, experienced objective performance success in sport.  These coaches used constructive 

transactional behaviour often and corrective transactional behaviour a moderate amount.  They 

were very rarely passive or avoidant in their behaviours.  Based on MLQ findings, the coaches in 

this study made a positive impact on their followers most of the time. 
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

 This chapter includes an interpretation and synthesis of the survey and interview results 

presented in chapters four and five.  The coach and athlete experiences shared during interviews 

achieved great depth and breadth.  The semi-structured interview questions posed to all 23 

participants in this study conceptualized leadership and yet allowed for participants to define 

leadership in their own unique way.  By encouraging participants to describe leadership in their 

own words, it was defined by the participants themselves during their interviews.  The 

quantitative survey data measured individual coach’s FRL behaviors and provided information 

from their athletes’ perspectives.  This survey evaluated the four FRL scales.  The rich and 

detailed account of leadership revealed during interviews and captured in the thematic analysis 

of this dissertation study will be discussed in this chapter. 

 Together, the qualitative and quantitative data in this study were collected and analyzed 

in an effort to answer the primary research question: What leadership processes and behaviours 

preceded an Olympic or world championship podium performance?  As well, a theory-driven 

secondary question asked: Are Olympic and world championship medal winners coached by 

transformational leaders?  During the data collection process, eleven athletes who won an 

Olympic medal in the 2010 winter games, one athlete who won a gold medal in the 2006 winter 

Olympics and one athlete who won a gold medal in the 2011 world championships for his winter 

sport were interviewed and surveyed.  The coaches who worked with these medalists were 

interviewed and surveyed separately.  What follows is a discussion of the key findings from this 

research, how these findings link with previous leadership research and finally, how we might 

move forward in understanding effective leadership in performance-driven sport. 
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Overview 

 This chapter begins by comparing the key qualitative findings from this study with the 

existing leadership literature.  This section is followed with a comparison of MLQ survey 

evaluations of individual coaches in this podium performance study with MLQ assessments of 

leaders in non-sport organizations.  Following this comparative segment, coach-athlete dyad 

discrepancies in the MLQ data that went against the trend are discussed.  A synthesis of the 

survey data and qualitative interview data is made next.  This chapter finishes by revisiting and 

updating the theoretical framework that guided this dissertation. 

Comparing Key Thematic Findings with the Existing Literature 

Demanding Leadership 

 Coaches in this study were described as demanding and decisive.  They were directive 

and frank in their communication with athletes and staff.  As discovered in many systematic 

observation studies of effective and successful high performance coaches (e.g., Becker & 

Wrisberg, 2008), training and instruction directives made up a large part of what athletes heard 

from their coaches in this study.  These coaches were viewed as hard workers who demanded as 

much of their athletes and IST as they did of themselves.  This finding is supported by the work 

of Salmela (1996).  Salmela found in his study with 21 expert Canadian coaches that work ethic 

was as foundational and pervasive as it was in the present study – this demanding leadership 

behaviour has not changed in the many years between Salmela’s study and the current research.  

 Direct and instructive feedback supports the finding that the coaches in this study were 

decisive conductors.  As with the visionary leader detailed in Culver, Trudel and Werthner’s 

(2009) case study, strong prescriptive leadership action and the creation of clear structures were 

required in the podium performance sport context.  The ability to make hard decisions, follow 
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through on those decisions, and manage a large group of athletes and IST members required 

many coaches in this research to be decisive conductors.  In their meta-analysis of 25 Olympic 

sport studies, Gould and Maynard (2009) found the ability to make hard and fair decisions was 

critical for coaches in this sport context.  One athlete in the present study said that the “fair and 

stable” environment that his coach created allowed him to win his gold medal.   

Relational Leadership 

 Coaches were described as not only demanding but also relational in this study.  A 

twinning of these behaviours is common to effective leadership in non-sport contexts.  In Hill, 

Travaglini, Brandeau and Stecker’s (2010) thematic analysis of 100 interviews in 10 global 

organizations that experienced objective performance success, leaders were found to confront 

and challenge members of their organization but also support individuals as regularly as they 

pushed them.  The relationship between coaches and the athletes in this sport study was 

repeatedly acknowledged as a vital component of performance success.  In this research, as in 

Hill et al.’s, every leader was described as demanding and relational.   

 A key strength of the current research is the inclusion of the separate yet deeply 

connected experiences that the coaches and athletes perceived across their years and months of 

working together.  Mallet and Côté (2006) have argued that the interdependent relationship 

between coach, athlete and performance cannot be understood from the leader or follower 

perspective alone.  What emerged from both athlete and coach data in this study was that the 

coach-athlete relationship played a critical role in facilitating podium performances. 

 Many athletes and coaches described the healthy and positive tone of the relationship 

they developed and nurtured with each other in this study.  In a recent study looking at the 

maintenance of this pivotal relationship in sport it was found that “positivity runs throughout the 
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majority of the maintenance strategies rather than being a single factor in its own right” (Rhind 

& Jowett, 2010, p. 133).  Although this research was not completed in the Olympic context it 

aligns with the perception of the coach-athlete relationship found in the present study.  

 All participants’ leadership stories in this study supported the foundational role of the 

coach-athlete relationship.  Vella et al.’s (2010) definition of coach leadership cast it as an 

interpersonal process underpinned by the coach-athlete relationship.  Although this definition 

goes on to describe the outcomes of coach leadership as confidence, competence, character and 

connection and does not include performance as a desired outcome, this study confirms much of 

Vella et al.’s definition.  Specifically, participants in this research did not mention character; 

however, confidence, competence and connection were repeatedly cited as leadership outcomes 

in this study.   

 The strong coach-athlete relationships described in this study afforded many coaches the 

opportunity to truly understand their athletes.  The need to understand each individual athlete 

was emphasized by coaches in this research and their ability to “read” athletes was described as a 

contributing factor to podium performances.  Lorimer and Jowett (2013) have called shared 

understanding between coaches and athletes a resource that is used to accurately perceive each 

others’ feelings, thoughts and actions.  The depth of understanding and trust that grew out of a 

healthy relationship between coach and athlete in this sport setting was found to be a cornerstone 

of success. 

 The coaches and athletes who participated in this study unanimously agreed that the 

coaches were teachers.  Gilbert, Nater, Siwik and Gallimore (2010) have used four decades of 

coaching research to create a coaching development tool called the pyramid of teaching success 

in sport.  At the pinnacle of this pyramid and heart of their framework is the word: teacher.  
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Through their own research and meta-analyses of the coaching science literature, these scholars 

have found that elite, model, effective, expert and championship coaches are unequivocally good 

teachers (Gilbert et al.).  Along with being teachers, the coaches in the present study were role 

models. 

 In the Olympic arena, it is not surprising that the most successful performers described 

how they diffused the pressure of performing as the world watched.  One of the key elements of 

pressure-control, in many athletes’ words, was the soothing influence of their confident and 

stable coach.  In the present study, as in Gould and Maynard’s (2009) review of Olympic 

research findings, the coaches who stayed “cool under pressure” (p. 1403) were valued for the 

calming impact this behaviour made on their athletes.   

 Similarly, in Collins’ (2001) analysis of 1,435 business organizations over a 15 year 

period, the leaders who were unwavering in their commitment to improving the company’s 

performance remained calm in the face of challenges and put the company’s interest ahead of 

their own.  For the most part, the coaches in this study were perceived to be self-assured yet 

selfless.  In Collins (2001) study, the leaders were “modest and wilful, humble and fearless” (p. 

22).  What is notable in Collins’ work is that he made every effort to avoid including leadership 

in his corporate performance research.  The leadership behaviour that he discovered in every 

company that performed at the highest level for an extended period of time goes against the 

popular belief that hero leaders with big personalities are required in performance-driven 

contexts.  In this dissertation and in Collins’ work, successful performance-driven leaders were 

found to be relentlessly solution-focused. 
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Solution-Focused Leadership 

 Findings from this research depict leadership as a solution-focused process.  The team’s 

vision was often equated with the solution-focused and extremely detailed plan for preparation.  

This comprehensive plan was referred to repeatedly as the blueprint for success in most coaches’ 

and athletes’ stories of the years and months that culminated in their ultimate sport performance.  

One coach described his ability to see the future in a conclusive way; conversely, another coach 

said he did not know everything and that he needed a group of experts who together sought the 

best possible path to excellent outcomes.  This coach and his athlete both said he was a decisive 

conductor who surrounded himself with smart people; similarly, in the high performance 

business context, Collins (2001) found: 

Leading from good to great does not mean coming up with the 
answers and then motivating everyone to follow your messianic 
vision.  It means having the humility to grasp the fact that you do 
not yet understand enough to have the answer and then to ask the 
questions that will lead to the best possible insights  (p. 75). 

Leaders in Collins’ inductive study of businesses who out-performed their rivals assembled 

teams of the best people.  Collins (2001) called this getting the right people on the bus.  Every 

coach and athlete who contributed to the current sport leadership study echoed the need for a 

group of experts on the podium performance “bus.”  

 The solution-focused group of stakeholders who were ultimately partners in performance 

formed a village-like network.   Every coach and athlete in this research said the right network of 

people was required to win an Olympic or world championship medal.  Many interviewees 

described the right people as leaders in their field.  They were also people who worked 

collaboratively with other group members.  Many participants in this study described the 

dynamic between network members as positive.  This finding supports the work of Carron, Eys 

and Burke (2007) who have found that group cohesion is a critical contributor to team 
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performance.  Over years of group dynamics research, these scholars have found that effective 

communication, developing respect between members, and setting group goals together develop 

cohesion.    

 In the current study, communication between coaches, athletes and IST members was 

described as ongoing throughout the medal preparation process.  The decisive conductor/head 

coach in many stories of the podium preparation experience emphasized group goals and 

member roles.  Carron et al. (2007) have found that developing role clarity and role acceptance 

in groups facilitates positive group dynamics.  Many athletes and coaches in this study 

emphatically depicted defining individual roles and recognizing each member’s role – large or 

small – as integral to their podium success.   

 Individual and team athletes alike described the vital influence that positive group 

dynamics had on their podium results in their interviews.  In their research with American 

Olympic medalists, Greenleaf et al. (2001) learned that team unity impacted athletes’ results.  

These authors found team harmony contributed positively to Olympic performance in their 

research.  This finding is supported in the present study.    

 The network of people who shared a common aim and sought it out together were 

described by many participants in this study as a family.  In Fletcher and Arnold’s (2011) study 

of performance leadership, 13 British high performance sport directors were interviewed and a 

similar finding was shared.  In the Fletcher and Arnold study, “development of role awareness 

and a team atmosphere” (p. 235) fostered cohesion and contributed to performance success.  

Interviewees equated the family-like team environment they were part of to a culture (Fletcher & 

Arnold).  In this dissertation, both athletes and coaches described the strong culture that 

supported their Olympic preparation. 
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 Culture has been researched in organizations extensively in North America.  A leading 

scholar in this field, Schein (2010), has defined a group’s culture as: 

A pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it 
solved problems of external adaptation and internal integration, 
which has worked well enough to be considered valid, and 
therefore to be taught to new members as the correct way to 
perceive, think and feel in relation to those problems (p. 18). 

This definition resonates with the cultures described by many of the athletes and coaches in the 

present study.  Demanding, relational and solution-focused leadership shaped the assumptions, 

learning and maintenance of each team’s culture in this study.   

 Notably, in the 2012 Olympic Games, Australia underperformed in the sport of 

swimming, a sport they have historically enjoyed enormous podium success in at this level.  A 

recent review of their disappointing results found that rampant individualism, a lack of 

accountability to the team and a decrease in connectedness created a toxic culture (Grange, 

2013).  A dearth of strong leadership and absence of communication with athletes and 

stakeholders coupled with no intentional focus on group cohesion was found to be central to this 

individual sport’s dismal results.  Grange (2013) recommended that future leaders in Australian 

swimming intentionally and decisively create connections and relationships with stakeholders to 

build and maintain a unique and tangible culture in this sport.  Schein (2010) has clearly 

supported this recommendation: 

If elements of a given culture become dysfunctional leaders have 
to surmount their own culture and speed up the normal evolution 
processes with forced management culture change programs.  
These dynamic processes of culture creation and management are 
the essence of leadership and make you realize that leadership and 
culture are two sides of the same coin (p. 3).  

This fusion of leadership with culture was found in the present study.  The dynamic processes of 

culture development and maintenance were included in participants’ descriptions of group 
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dynamics, ongoing and frank communication between members, strong coach-athlete 

relationships, and trust in the people and the responsive preparation plan.  The cultures created 

and upheld in the successful sports included in this study inspire future research questions that 

will be presented in the following chapter. 

 The structure and process that pervaded every team’s culture in this research was analytic 

tenacity.  Culture is a stabilizing force in organizations (Schein, 2010).  The continual, detailed 

and committed analysis of performance along the road to podium outcomes was part of every 

coach’s and athlete’s leadership story.  Each team’s culture of analysis was by extension, a 

culture of learning.  Schein has called a learning organizational culture one where members 

value reflection and feedback.  A culture of learning ties directly to the developmental 

psychologist’s concept of a growth mindset (Dweck, 2007). 

 In the present study, analytic tenacity was an inductive theme described by every athlete 

and coach during his or her interview.  Analytic tenacity is the relentless pursuit of “that one 

percent” as one coach called it, the conscientious drive to improve everyday.  Analytic tenacity is 

similar to a growth mindset (Dweck, 2007).  A growth mindset is an ongoing commitment to 

stretching one’s abilities and skills (Dweck).  Analytic tenacity and growth mindset dovetail with 

the learning culture discovered in this research.   

 The uninterrupted commitment to learning and development detailed above overlaps with 

the self-awareness found in this study.  One coach described the different teams she had led to 

gold medals in two Olympic Games and the leadership adaptations she made to best prepare 

these different groups of athletes for the same outcome.  The self-awareness that coaches and 

athletes referred to can be viewed as a necessary catalyst that activated and sustained the growth 

they all experienced across their podium preparation. 
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 Coaches in this study were aware of their own behaviours and decisions, they encouraged 

and developed self-awareness in the athletes they worked with, and they relied on self-awareness 

to continually improve their practice.  In Werthner and Trudel’s (2009) study of 15 Canadian 

Olympic coaches’ learning paths, every coach described their ongoing processes of analyzing 

athletes’ training and performance, seeking out experts they could learn from and studying their 

competitors.  The theme, always thinking about, emerged from coach interviews in the Werthner 

and Trudel study.  Every coach’s “willingness to critically reflect included a curiosity and a 

desire to be continually improving” (p. 442).  Werthner and Trudel’s finding was definitively 

confirmed in the current study.  

 The outcome of extreme solution-focused preparation informed by analytic tenacity was 

earned confidence for most athletes in this study – a feeling of self-efficacy that was present in 

the moments just before their podium performance.  None of the participants described coaches 

instilling a desire for esteem from others in the athletes.  Many athletes and coaches in this study 

described performer’s self-efficacy as an outcome of their comprehensive preparation.  In 

Chelladurai’s (2007) description of the pursuit of excellence in sport, he wrote that the coach 

developed the athlete’s self-efficacy and self-esteem.  He claimed that the coach in this unique 

sport context needs to “instil the desire for esteem from others” and develop the elite athlete’s 

belief in his or her ability through encouragement (Chelladurai, p. 128).  None of the 17 

participants who contributed to the self-efficacy finding in this research (10 athletes and 7 

coaches) attributed feelings of confidence directly to the coach. 

 Findings from the present study suggest that the most important confidence building 

strategy for athletes was their preparation and the belief that it was the best it could have possibly 

been.  These athletes and coaches felt that they were more completely and effectively prepared to 
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win than their rivals.  This feeling of self-efficacy was described as an earned one that was not 

instilled by the coach but rather, a core outcome of the detailed preparation they undertook.  The 

feeling that no stone had been left unturned in the years and months leading up to their 

penultimate performance allowed the athletes in this study to feel confident at the top of their run 

or as they stepped out onto the ice. 

 Athletes’ faith in their ability to perform optimally was an outcome of their extreme 

preparation in this study.  UCLA’s and arguably basketball’s most famous coach, John Wooden, 

created a pyramid of sport success.  In this pyramid Coach Wooden placed hard work or 

industrious training at the foundation.  At the pyramid’s point, where success is possible because 

each element of the pyramid has been mastered, is faith (Nader & Gallimore, 2006).  In this 

image faith emerges as that which is accumulated through complete preparation.  Faith is born of 

the process and the transformation that occurs only through thousands of hours of purposeful 

training.  The findings from this research support Wooden’s conceptualization of sport success. 

Summary of Comparison Between Key Thematic Findings and Existing Literature  

 Coaches in this dissertation were found to be decisive conductors focused on developing 

a positive coach-athlete relationship and exuding confidence.  These findings were supported by 

the existing literature.  The solution-focused process of leadership was supported for the most 

part by a family-like atmosphere where analytic tenacity flourished.  Existing literature from 

sport, business and developmental psychology supported these findings.  The vision that guided 

podium performance was generally equated with the exhaustive plan in the interview phase of 

this study.  Ultimately, the athletes earned self-efficacy as an outcome of their extreme 

preparation. 
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Comparing Podium Performance Sport Coaches to Leaders in Other Contexts  

 The MLQ (Bass & Avolio, 2004) has been used to study full range (and transformational) 

leadership in many organizational settings over the last three decades.  In this section, MLQ 

findings from the podium performance sport context will be compared with MLQ results from 

non-sport organizational contexts.   

 In this podium performance study, athletes rated their coaches highly for constructive 

transactional (contingent reward) and transformational leadership (idealized influence, 

intellectual stimulation, individualized consideration, inspirational motivation).  The Olympic 

and world championship medal-producing coaches in this study align with Bass and Avolio’s 

(2004) findings that show a positive relationship between constructive transactional and 

transformational leadership.  These scholars discovered that across leadership contexts where 

leaders are perceived to be effective, constructive transactional behaviour and transformational 

behaviours are positively related.  Bass and Avolio added that the clear expectations set by 

leaders who use transactional directives facilitate the development of trust between followers and 

leaders.  The notion that a combination of constructive transactional leadership and 

transformational behaviours contribute to the development of trust between leader and follower 

is salient because the coach-athlete relationship was found to be critical in the current study.  The 

need for trust and the invaluable foundation it provided was described by many coaches and 

athletes in their interviews. 

 In the current sport leadership study, the average passive behaviour score for the coaches, 

as reported by their athletes, was low (0.7/4) and the transformational behaviour average was 

high (3.35/4).  The creators of the MLQ have found over the last thirty years, across contexts and 

continents, that leaders who receive high transformational scores receive low passive or avoidant 
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scores (Bass & Avolio, 2004).  Again, the leadership findings in this study are similar to those 

discovered in non-sport organizational settings internationally.  The leaders in this study were 

active, constructive and transformational. 

 The coaches in this study were perceived as transformational leaders who made a positive 

impact on their followers.  Bass and Avolio (2004) have found a high positive correlation 

between transformational scores on the MLQ and the impact scores awarded by follower raters 

across leadership settings.  The average of the extra effort, effectiveness and satisfaction 

subscales awarded to coach-leaders by athletes in this study were very favourable (3.5/4) and the 

coaches’ combined transformational leadership scores were high (3.35/4).  This relationship 

between positive leader impact and transformational behaviours is similar to the one found in 

diverse organizational contexts where the MLQ has been used over the last three decades to 

evaluate FRL in organizations.   

 In this podium sport study, there was a positive relationship between transformational 

leadership behaviours and objective performance results.  In a meta-analysis of 33 independent 

MLQ studies Lowe, Kroeck and Sivasubramanian (1996) found significant positive correlations 

between transformational leadership behaviours and both subjective and objective performance 

outcomes in business, military and educational organizations.  The coaches in this study were 

perceived as transformational and the organizational outcomes were Olympic and world 

championship medals. 

Understanding the Outliers: MLQ Dyad Findings that did not Follow the Trend 

Focusing on Mistakes: Management by Exception-Active  

 The variation between coaches and athletes was not as predictable on the corrective 

leadership subscale (management by exception-active) as it was for most other full range 
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behaviours measured with the MLQ.  The average difference between individual coach and 

athlete scores on management by exception-active is not large and taken on its own.  Athletes 

generally rated their coaches as focusing more on mistakes than coaches themselves reported 

doing; however, one dyad stands out for going against the trend in this category.  The athlete in 

this pair rated her coach between sometimes and fairly often (2.5/4) focusing on mistakes while 

her coach rated himself lower than once in a while (0.75/4) for this behaviour.  These 

participants’ interviews provide insight into this discrepancy and shed light on their survey 

answers.  This athlete described her coach as someone she completely trusted and respected.  She 

valued a detailing of mistakes and described her coach’s ability to pinpoint weaknesses as very 

positive.  In the FRL framework, focusing on mistakes is portrayed as negative leadership 

behaviour; however, this athlete viewed mistake tallying as positive leadership – her interview 

confirms this suggestion.  The coach in this dyad described asking questions and sometimes 

challenging his team rather than handing them a list of errors.  He described the solution-focused 

energy these athletes consistently applied to every problem he discerned and question he posed 

as this team’s greatest strength.  Therefore, what on the surface reads as a discrepancy between 

coach and athlete in this particular dyad is to an extent, explained through their in-depth 

interviews.  

Avoidant Behaviour: Laissez-Faire Leadership  

 As with the management by exception-active subscale, one dyad stands apart in their 

perceptions of laissez-faire leadership.  This dyad did not align with the assessments of avoidant 

coach behaviour reported by other dyads in this study.  The discrepancy reported by this athlete 

and coach is noteworthy and not reflected in the average difference.  The coach rated herself as 

almost never being avoidant (0.25/4) while her athlete rated her as sometimes (2/4) engaging in 
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this behaviour.  Exploration of this difference is warranted and the interview responses provide 

some insight into this reported difference.  The athlete in this pair described her coach many 

times during her interview as composed, calm and able to avoid controversy.  While laissez-faire 

leadership is not surprisingly conceptualized as negative in FRL theory, this athlete saw her 

coach’s ability to stay out of “drama” as a leadership strength rather than a flaw.  She called her 

relationship with her coach extraordinary and joked when asked what contributed to her podium 

performance by simply saying her coach’s name.  Speculation about this athlete’s unique view of 

avoidant behaviour is made based on the stories she shared in her personal interview.  As in the 

previous dyad example, the in-depth interview responses revealed a more sophisticated 

understanding of the MLQ difference between athlete and coach here. 

Leadership Impact Subscale: Extra Effort 

 In the MLQ, extra effort is an assessment of increased output by followers resulting from 

a specific leader’s behaviour.  Although the average coach-athlete discrepancy in this sample and 

on this scale is low, it is notable that one coach-athlete dyad had a difference of +1.7 and another 

had a difference of -1.3.  In the first dyad, the positive value reveals that the athlete rated the 

coach much higher in his ability to elicit increased effort from her.  The negative value 

discovered between the second pair shows that the athlete scored her coach’s ability to get her to 

work harder lower than the coach did.  Nothing specific in either dyad’s interview responses 

adds insight to these survey responses; however, in the dyad where the athlete scored her coach’s 

impact on her effort much lower than the coach did the athlete was a leader within the team 

holding multiple Olympic and world titles.  Perhaps this athlete’s years of experience and 

veteran status influenced her effort and the coach’s impact on it.  
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 Conversely, a first-time Olympian reported that her coach elicited much more extra effort 

from her than the coach perceived he did.  She had known this coach since she was a child – this 

athlete felt her coach knew her very well and used this knowledge to draw the best from her.  

The coach may have rated himself much lower on this scale because he did not perceive himself 

as the most influential leader in their sport organization.  Further research is required to develop 

a true understanding of both discrepancies noted in this section. 

Summary of MLQ Discussion 

 Comparing MLQ findings from this research with findings from business, education and 

military organizations where the MLQ was used to measure FRL has shown coaches in the 

podium performance sport setting to be quite similar to leaders in non-sport contexts.  

Transformational leadership scores were high across organizational settings for leaders who 

made a positive impact on followers, used constructive transactional behaviour and, ultimately, 

achieved objective performance success.   

Synthesis of MLQ Survey and Thematic Qualitative Findings 

 Coaches in this research used transformational and constructive transactional behaviours.  

They were perceived as effective and satisfying leaders that, for the most part, elicited extra 

effort from their followers in the performance-driven sport context.  The active and engaged 

leader behaviours reported in the quantitative phase of this study were generally supported by 

findings from the semi-structured interviews.  Many participants in their personal interviews 

described the coaches’ confident and stabilizing influence.  This is a description of the 

transformational leadership scale of idealized influence-attributed.  Coaches in this study were 

universally described as teachers in the interview phase of this study and the individual 
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consideration dimension of transformational leadership, which occurs when a leader teaches and 

mentors, received high MLQ scores.   

 The thematic findings elaborated upon the idealized influence-behaviour and 

inspirational motivation dimensions of transformational leadership behaviour.  Idealized 

influence-behaviour received high MLQ scores from both coaches and athletes.  It was described 

as the instilling of a detailed daily focus on execution rather than general values and beliefs by 

many interviewees.  The “Today Not Tomorrow” philosophy was established more clearly than a 

sweeping sense of purpose according to some interviewees.  Athletes were generally described as 

possessing a sense of purpose and not needing their coaches to develop it in this study.  One 

coach said, “We’ve never had a problem with purpose” (Coach 1).   

 Individual coaches received high scores on the MLQ for inspirational motivation.  In 

interviews, this visionary leadership behaviour was not described as a grand charismatic call to 

arms by coaches.  Sport stakeholder motivation was generally high and the vision of winning did 

not need to be sold to athletes.  Instead of stating the obvious, coaches communicated the 

detailed, exhaustive and responsive plan to their teams.  The vision was the plan and execution of 

it was persistently and consistently emphasized in this study. 

 Blending survey with interview data achieves a more intricate and nuanced understanding 

of leadership in this study.  Coaches were transformational and constructive transactional 

leaders.  They emphasized the purposeful details of execution daily.  The vision was 

synonymous with the demanding and specific preparation plan.  Every podium sport stakeholder 

in this study knew the ultimate aim was to win – they did not need to be reminded of this 

throughout the preparation process. 
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Summary 

 Canadian podium performance coaches were found in many ways to be similar to leaders 

in non-sport performance-driven organizations.  Overall, they used transformational and 

constructive transactional behaviours often.  Utilizing survey data with interview data allowed 

for a deep understanding of leadership in the performance-driven sport context.  Detailed insight 

into the full range leadership theory spectrum was gained through integrating the quantitative 

and qualitative data.   

 Leadership in this study was found to be demanding, relational and solution-focused.  It 

was responsible for developing the best possible preparation for performance and ultimately 

developed athlete confidence.  Coaches were teachers in this study.  Leadership was fair, stable 

and vital in building a team environment driven by analytic tenacity.  Analytic tenacity paired 

with reflective practice fostered progress and ultimately podium outcomes for participants in this 

research.  Self-awareness was noted in both coaches and athletes and this quality dovetails with 

the growth mindset (Dweck, 2007) that most participants saw in themselves and each other.  

Most coaches were described as decisive conductors who organized and managed a village of 

experts whose shared goals, role clarity and ongoing communication developed a strong 

performance-driven culture through solving problems together.    

Revisiting the Integrated Research Model of Podium Performance 

 The theoretical framework that set the stage for this mixed methods dissertation was 

supported and challenged by the in-depth interview and MLQ survey data collected.  The 

integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) is reviewed and 

reconstituted in the following section beginning with antecedents, moving next to behaviours and 
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finally outcomes.  To see a schematic diagram of the integrated research model of podium 

performance, please see Figure 1.  

 In the antecedent phase of the integrated research model of podium performance (Din & 

Paskevich, in press), athlete and coach characteristics are noted.  In this dissertation, the traits 

and qualities that participants assigned to the athlete medalists were a love of hard work, self-

motivation, self-awareness, and physical talent.  Talent and potential were included in the 

original model as athlete characteristics identified by coaches.  These characteristics were not 

disconfirmed, but were not emphasized in the current study.  It is reasonable to suggest the 

athletes in this study possessed great talent and potential; however, most participants did not 

highlight these features in their interviews.  An exceptional finding relevant to this discussion 

was one coach’s comment that a hard work ethic is more important than talent in an athlete.  This 

consistent ability to work extremely hard is gestured to by the demanding leadership circle in the 

proposed new model of leadership in podium performance sport.  Both coaches and athletes 

described their unchecked effort in this research.  To see a schematic diagram of the updated 

model, please see Figure 2.  The enjoyment of hard work is reflected in the solution-focused 

sphere of the proposed new leadership framework.  

 The coach characteristics noted in the antecedent phase of the integrated research model 

of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) were not clearly described in the present 

study.  Coach leadership was depicted as a series of behaviours and processes rather than traits.  

The MLQ survey measured idealized influence-attributed and this dimension of transformational 

leadership is more of a trait than behaviour.  This leader characteristic is represented in the 

solution-focused sphere of the proposed new framework.  More specifically, most coaches were 

confident but not egocentric, they placed the goals of the organization ahead of personal aims.  
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Both coaches and athletes were described as possessing a growth mindset in this study.  

Individuals who confront and embrace challenges, work hard, and believe they can always 

develop their skills possess a growth mindset (Dweck, 2007).  Growth mindset is a characteristic 

included in the dynamic process ring at the outer edge of the new model.  

 The action of creating a vision, which was included in the antecedent phase of the 

original framework, was confirmed in this study.  Vision was described repeatedly as a detailed, 

insightful plan linked specifically to the ongoing assessment that marked each team’s podium 

bid.  The vision of winning was implied but not emphasized.  Daily execution was demanded – 

the need to win a medal was not.  Vision was described as a pragmatic plan, shaped by the 

analytic tenacity found in this study.  Analytic tenacity was described clearly by every coach and 

athlete during his or her individual interview.  It is included in the dynamic process ring at the 

edge of the new model.  

 The behaviour phase of the integrated research model of podium performance (Din & 

Paskevich, in press) received the greatest attention and scrutiny in the data collection and 

analysis of this study.  The original model noted that practice progressively approximated 

podium performance and this was not described directly by participants; however, in 

combination, analytic tenacity and an emphasis on execution suggest the idea of incremental 

increases in performance.  The new proposed model reflects this step-by-step performance 

progression by including the processes of analytic tenacity and emphasis on execution in the 

outer ring of the updated framework. 

 Included in the original research model’s behaviour phase was a nurturing of the coach-

athlete relationship.  It was found that this relationship was not only nurtured but also 

emphatically credited with playing a role in each athlete’s podium outcome.  It is denoted by the 
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relational circle of leadership in the updated model.  The coach-athlete relationship was called 

“huge,” necessary, and integral by the coaches and athletes in this study.  It was built and 

maintained through ongoing communication that included difficult conversations such as those 

that developed insight into who the athlete was in her or his life outside of an Olympic 

contender.  The coach-athlete relationship is denoted by the relational ring in the proposed new 

model.     

 Many participants in this study emphasized the relationship between not only the athlete 

and coach but also between the many members of the performance sport network.  Every 

participant reported, in their own words, that it took a village to win a medal.  Fostering a 

solution-focused culture and maintaining a positive group dynamic is summarized by the term, 

team culture, at the left side of the large circle in the proposed new model which findings from 

this dissertation support.   

 An evaluation of the specific leadership behaviours that are included in Table 1 of this 

dissertation is generative as the data supported most and disconfirmed other behaviours outlined 

in the integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press).  The 

transformational leadership behaviours of idealized influence, inspirational motivation, 

intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration were confirmed by coach and athlete 

responses to the MLQ survey.  The relational and solution-focused circles in the proposed new 

model represent these behaviours. 

  The emphasis on winning included as an over-arching influence and context in the 

integrated research model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) was disconfirmed 

by the findings of this study.  In addition, although the demanding expectations that fuelled 

Olympic and world podium preparation may lead one to imagine a narrow focus on mistakes and 
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their eradication in this context, the coaches and athletes in this study did not support this 

suspicion.  Execution was demanded more often than winning or fixing mistakes in this sport 

context.  The pervasive, daily emphasis on execution found in this study is included in the 

dynamic process ring that surrounds the new proposed model of leadership in podium 

performance sport.  

 Fostering competitiveness and facilitating flow experiences were included in the 

theoretical framework that informed this study; however, coaches and athletes did not describe 

these behaviours.  The flow experience, where challenge meets skill and ability 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), likely occurred at points along each athlete’s Olympic journey but was 

not shared by participants in this research.  By definition, flow experience includes enjoyment.  

Some athletes described loving the effort and relishing the extreme challenges inherent to 

performance-driven sport.  This finding is not depicted in the updated model but is hinted at by 

the characteristic of a growth mindset on the right side of this model. 

 Instilling task and ego orientation were included in the inspirational motivation 

dimension of transformational leadership in the integrated research model of podium 

performance (Din & Paskevich, in press).  Ego orientation in athletes was not mentioned and 

therefore, disconfirmed in this research.  Task orientation was confirmed by stories of the 

diligent daily execution of each step in the podium preparation.  This emphasis was an integral 

part of the step-by-step process leadership was portrayed as in this study.  Emphasis on execution 

is included as part of the large dynamic process ring that encircles the proposed new model.   

 Intellectual stimulation behaviours were defined as cognitive and emotional training in 

the original research model (Din & Paskevich, in press).  More than problem solving and making 

decisions independently (which intellectual stimulation is largely characterized as in FRL), the 
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participants’ stories depicted the development of athletes’ thought and emotional control.  The 

most important contributor to this cognitive and emotional skill was not found to be coach 

behaviour in this study – it was described as the culmination of extreme and insightful 

preparation.  Athletes believed they earned calm thoughts and confident feelings through the 

long and detailed preparation process they undertook with their coaches, team mates and IST.  

This finding is reflected in the solution-focused ring of the proposed new framework. 

 Cultivating self-interest in athletes was noted in the transformational leadership 

dimension of individualized consideration in the original research model (Din & Paskevich, in 

press).  Coaches and athletes in this study did not describe this behaviour; however, the other 

aspect of individual consideration (individually supportive behaviour) was emphatically 

supported by the findings and noted previously in the description of the coach-athlete 

relationship.  Notably absent from the original framework and in need of inclusion in the updated 

model of leadership in podium performance sport is the aspect of individual consideration 

simply called teaching.  The coaches in this study saw themselves and were universally seen by 

their athletes as teachers.  All three overlapping circles in the proposed new model gesture to this 

finding.  Effective teacher-coaches in this study were sometimes demanding, sometimes 

relational, and always solution-focused.   

 The transactional leadership behaviours noted in the integrated research model of podium 

performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) included demanding and directive leadership, training 

behaviour and technical training.  Findings from this study suggest these behaviours were an 

integral part of the athletes’ development into podium performers.  Demanding behaviour 

included setting and communicating incrementally increasing standards of execution and the 

decisive management of the network of people who were partners in podium performance.  
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Coaches were found to be decisive conductors in this study.  The demanding leadership circle in 

the updated model represents these findings. 

 Finally, laissez-faire or avoidant leadership behaviour is the one FRL dimensions not 

included the original framework (Din & Paskevich, in press).  In athlete and coach interviews, 

the belief that coaches in this sport context were not avoidant was confirmed; yet in the MLQ 

survey responses, individual coaches were reported to be avoidant a very small amount of the 

time. 

A Proposed New Model of Leadership in Podium Performance Sport 

 Cumulative theory building is not linear.  It is a complex layering of empirical data with 

previous conceptualizations and research findings.  In this dissertation, the integrated research 

model of podium performance (Din & Paskevich, in press) was presented as an heuristic 

framework for the study of leadership in the podium performance sport context.  After 

conducting interviews with and collecting surveys from the participants in this study, analyzing 

both data sets, and comparing research findings with the original theoretical model, it became 

clear that revisions and refinements to this theoretical framework were required.  The dialogue 

between past research and findings from this study outlined in the preceding section is vibrant 

and spurs as many questions as answers. 

 The proposed new model of sport leadership in the podium performance context is 

presented in Figure 2.  It is intentionally three-dimensional in structure.  This refinement is 

meant to signify the complex and closely interrelated nature of the behaviours and processes 

found in this research.  The updated model is not one-directional because the demanding, 

relational and solution-focused behaviours and processes of leadership were depicted as mutually 

informing and without end.  In the proposed new model, the outer circle represents the dynamic 
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process of not only the head coach’s analytic tenacity and emphasis of execution but those of the 

IST and athletes in this performance-driven sport context.  Team culture and growth mindset 

(Dweck, 2007) are included in this dynamic process ring because they were described as 

required elements in the successful podium performance sport context. 

 The confluence of the characteristics, behaviours and step-by-step processes discovered 

in this leadership study are depicted at the centre of the revised framework.  The podium 

performance that resulted from the complex interaction of variables found in this study is 

depicted at the heart, rather than the end, of this model.  Here, podium performance is the 

outcome of the multi-dimensional process that leadership was found to be in this research. 
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 Figure 2. A proposed new model of leadership in podium performance sport. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Clarifying Terms 

 The primary research question that guided this dissertation was: What leadership 

processes and behaviours preceded an Olympic or world championship podium performance?  

To answer this question it is critical to define processes and behaviours and clarify them in the 

context of the findings and discussion presented in this dissertation.  Behaviours are understood 

as actions in this study.  Process is more complex because it can be defined as both a noun and a 

verb.  As a noun, a process is a systematic series of actions taken to achieve a specific end 

(Dictionary.com, n.d.).  From the perspective of this definition, the series of steps that preceded a 

podium outcome for every participant in this research was a detailed, responsive and insightful 

plan.   

 When process is defined as a verb it means to go, walk or march in procession (OED, 

n.d.).  In this research, process was both a plan and a step-by-step journey toward a podium 

opportunity.  Leadership was a dynamic collective progression guided by an unwavering 

commitment to analysis and execution.  Together, leadership processes and behaviours 

facilitated incremental performance improvements and culminated in athletes’ complete physical 

and psychological readiness to win when it mattered most.   

Defining Leadership 

 Bennis (2009) wrote that there are likely as many definitions of leadership as there are 

people discussing it.  Rather than define leadership using a dictionary, it is insightful to 

conceptualize it using findings from this research.  Leadership in this study was a progressive 

series of decisions and actions driven by analytic tenacity and made visible in a detailed and 
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responsive action plan.  Leadership was never equated with a title in this sport context.  No 

participant conceptualized leadership as a coach, an HPD, an NSO, one member of the IST or 

one individual athlete on any team.  Medalists and coaches believed their plan was more 

insightful and ultimately more effective than the plan their competitors conjured and followed.

 Leadership was a process in this sport context.  The leadership that preceded Olympic 

and world championship medal wins in this study was a combination of demanding and 

relational decisions and actions.  Leadership was portrayed as an unequivocally solution-focused 

web of plans and standards, collectively pursued by a network of sport stakeholders and 

decisively managed by the coach.  This solution-focused process was marked by the creation and 

maintenance of a strong culture of success and learning that demanded high standards of 

performance everyday.  The leadership that preceded the ten podium performances captured in 

this dissertation was a demanding, relational and solution-focused process. 

Pinning Performance on One Person  

 North Americans have a strong desire to pin performance success on an individual.  It is 

common in the mass media to see CEOs and head coaches blamed for lacklustre results and 

lionized for organizational success.  Individual athletes in sport are often similarly portrayed by 

the media today as superhuman individuals who experience victory or defeat in a vacuum.  

Isolating individuals and spinning legends of their uniqueness pervades North American popular 

culture.  Findings from this research do not support this representation.  The coaches in this study 

for the most part did not imbue themselves with supernatural gifts and talents.  The athletes in 

this study did not describe their individual talent or unique traits as the greatest contributor to 

their podium success.  This point is not meant to imply that strong individuals were not 

interviewed and described in this study.  Strong, tenacious and driven individuals with a near 
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insatiable drive to edge out their competitors populated this study and the leadership story that 

emerged from it.  The head coaches were decisive conductors that managed the extensive 

network of people who were found to be partners in performance.  These coaches directed and 

supported the development of a culture of exceptional execution.  The analytic tenacity used to 

discern and solve problems in this culture drove the process of leadership. 

Leadership in this Research 

 Because the coaches in this study were both demanding and supportive, they were 

presented as transformational and constructive transactional leaders whose athletes, for the most 

part, perceived their leadership behaviours in the same way they did.  These coaches were 

effective, they inspired extra effort and they led in a satisfying way.  Rather than focus on 

mistakes, the coaches focused on execution and taught their athletes many things – they were 

teachers.  They did not instil a desire for praise from others in their athletes.  The coaches created 

and led the process that prepared athletes to the point of earning a feeling of faith in their ability 

to perform at the apex of amateur sport.   

 Leadership was found to be a collective solution-focused process structured by a decisive 

conductor in this study.  Part of every sport group’s solution was the creation of a network of 

experts who contributed to the podium preparation.  Every coach and athlete said it took a village 

to win a medal.  Each village of interrelated people that supported, challenged and prepared each 

medalist was defined by clear and fair structures.  This network was maintained with ongoing 

two-way communication between coaches and members.  Demanding and supportive behaviours 

were used daily and a healthy coach-athlete relationship was described as foundational to the 

leadership process that was found in this study.  This strong relationship allowed coaches to read 

their athletes and guide them on the best preparation-for-performance path.  The coaches, for the 
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most, part were portrayed as enormously confident yet humble leaders who communicated a 

vision that was truly a blueprint for success and a detailed map that directed the preparation 

process.  Roles were made clear and celebrated within the network of people that followed, and 

sometimes adapted, this map collectively.  A strong and solution-focused culture was found in 

every sport.  This culture was structured by dynamic and demanding leadership behaviours – 

initiated by the coach and taken up by members.  These were learning cultures.  The growth 

mindset (Dweck, 2007) and self-awareness described by athletes and coaches in this study 

shaped the processes that preceded podium performances.  

Valuing Leadership  

 When people call leadership a “soft skill” they dismiss it and relegate it to the 

immeasurable and unsystematic.  When leadership is called an art and not a science it is labelled 

as something that cannot be developed.  People who say leaders are born dismiss the 

responsibility of developing their leadership skills.  Every athlete and coach that participated in 

this study described ongoing development as integral to her or his success.   

 When winning an Olympic medal is equated with being an innately and extraordinarily 

talented athlete we similarly dismiss the role of leadership.  By streamlining the narrative and 

isolating the individual we not only write a myth, we lose the plot and become deaf and blind to 

the story.  The process that precedes a podium outcome was found in this research to be 

inseparable from and arguably equated to leadership.   

 When we pin performance success on one coach or one athlete we undermine the 

behaviours and processes that were resoundingly heard throughout this study.  To assemble the 

right people in the sport network, to manage and analyze every situation with enormous solution-

focused resolve, to discern the right questions and build answers that put athletes ahead of the 
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competition – this is what leadership looks like in podium performance sport.  Leadership is a 

dynamic solution-focused process in the contemporary Canadian medal-winning winter sport 

context. 

Recommendations 

 The worldview that informed this dissertation was pragmatism.  Through giving primacy 

to the research problem and question, pragmatists focus intensely on how their research will 

impact future practice (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).  In this section, pragmatic 

recommendations for performance-driven sport coaches, athletes, coach educators and IST 

members are made.  These recommendations are driven by the findings from this dissertation.  

This section finishes with recommendations for future research.  In addition, potentially 

pragmatic research questions derived from the findings and discussion presented in this 

dissertation are posed.   

Recommendations for Performance-Driven Sport Coaches 

1. You are a teacher first and must teach athletes specifically how to execute podium 

performances. 

2. Speak in unadorned, directive and clear ways to get your message across and check that it 

is understood. 

3. Focus on solutions and use mistakes as opportunities to learn a lot – for both athletes and 

all members of the team.  This shows a growth mindset (Dweck, 2007).  Cultivate a 

growth mindset and develop it in your athletes and staff. 

4. Your work ethic is extreme and equal to the work ethic you expect from your athletes and 

IST.   
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5. You must be a decisive conductor who applies analytic tenacity to your leadership 

challenges, tasks and behaviours.   

6. Replace an emphasis on winning with an emphasis on execution.  Be diligent in 

demanding the details of performance from your athletes and staff.  Avoid passive 

behaviour. 

7. The vision for optimal performance is truly the plan that meticulously maps the journey 

to the Olympic Games.  It is specific, responsive and up to you to communicate it in a 

compelling way to all stakeholders. 

8. Relationships with your athletes and every stakeholder must be healthy and maintained 

through clear communication.  The relationship you create and nurture with your athletes 

is not a friendship but it allows you to understand the athlete at such a deep level that you 

can read them and support them effectively.  You must earn your athletes’ trust. 

9. You must show unflinching confidence without being self-centred.  This means you 

cannot see yourself as a hero or messiah.  You must surround yourself with smart people 

and bring humility to the task of leading.  You must be willing to learn from the people 

you select and the problems you solve.  

10. It takes a village to win an Olympic medal today.  You must assemble the right village of 

IST experts and support staff that will contribute to the cohesive culture you require for 

success.  These people must be solution-focused and believe that supportive relationships 

are mandatory in this family-like network of people.   

11. Clarify roles, make everyone accountable to performing their unique role and celebrate 

members’ role-specific contributions.  
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12. Facilitate and support athletes leading athletes.  Shape within-team competition into 

positive rivalries to accelerate each athlete’s progress and development. 

13. Use self-awareness and reflective practice in a disciplined and honest way each day.  

Teach self-awareness and reflection to athletes and support their use of it. 

14. Your athletes will not feel prepared to win at the Olympic Games because you tell them 

to feel that way.  They will feel prepared because of the process you conjured, created, 

adapted and demanded they execute.  Support them through this long process in a 

detailed and solution-focused way. 

15. The confidence that your athlete has in the moment before she or he performs will likely 

be earned through trusting the complete process, trusting the leadership that in this 

context is a process.  As one gold medalist in this study said: You can’t win without 

leadership, it’s part of every minute of everyday, that’s maybe a bold statement but it’s 

true (Athlete 2). 

Recommendations for Performance-Driven Sport Athletes 

1. Focus on execution.  Your effective coaches will be teachers and you will learn from 

them how to execute incrementally better most days.  Mistakes are springboards to 

development – treat them as such and not failures or endings.  Don’t put a poor 

performance behind you until you have debriefed it and learned from it. 

2. Learn the difference between a growth and fixed mindset (Dweck, 2007).  Cultivate a 

growth mindset where challenges are not only faced but also embraced.  Be 

conscientiously aware and self-analytic throughout the countless hours of preparation you 

undertake. 

3. Work ethic trumps talent.  You have talent – pair it with a relentless hard work ethic. 
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4. Your coach should be a decisive conductor.  Ultimately, the buck stops with that leader.  

You need to trust their vision, plan and final call in this context. 

5. Work on having a healthy relationship with your coach without making it a friendship.  

Give and get support from your coach, your team mates, IST members and all staff who 

are part of the preparation journey.  Use open and honest communication to build these 

vital relationships. 

6. Recognize you are part of something larger than yourself.  It will take a village of experts 

and solutions and support to achieve one podium performance.  Focus on contributing to 

this network of people.  Do this everyday in an authentic and consistent way.  You will 

not win a medal on your own.   

7. Lead from within your team.  Take leadership from your peers, use positive rivalries to 

accelerate your development.  Leadership between athletes is generative and vital – use it 

and initiate it. 

8. You have to have self-awareness to succeed.  Engage in a conscientious and frank self-

reflection daily.  Look at problems from a growth mindset position to seek out answers to 

the questions you have or doubts that crop up along the journey.  Seek support for the 

challenges you will absolutely face. 

Recommendations for Coach Educators 

1. Get coaches to teach and focus followers on correct execution and solutions rather than 

mistakes.  Use mistakes as opportunities for progress rather than endpoints. 

2. Spend time teaching the difference between a growth versus fixed mindset (Dweck, 

2007).  To develop one’s understanding of and engagement in more effective leadership, 

it is essential to study and translate the concept of a growth mindset into action.  
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3. Underscore the role of a hard work ethic in achieving performance goals.  Every athlete 

and every coach in this research described the extreme daily effort that was required and 

executed in their sport preparation.   

4. Every organization needs a decisive conductor who is able to teach in a way that 

followers understand.  Encourage coaches to ask themselves these questions to maintain 

their connection to their defining roles: Are you decisive in conducting your group and 

managing them? Are you teaching people in a way they understand? 

5. Teach coaches that the vision must be clear, compelling and synonymous with the 

detailed preparatory plan.  The effective leader will not conjure this vision single-

handedly but will ultimately decide what it includes, omits and emphasizes. 

6. Teach coaches that relationships must be invested in and followers must earn their 

leader’s trust as much as the leader must earn the follower’s trust.  Honest two-way 

communication paves the way to developing these relationships that are not friendships 

but very close.  A strong coach-athlete relationship ultimately allows the coach to read 

the athlete and to place very high demands on her or him. 

7. Teach leaders that an effective performance-driven coach will display unflinching 

confidence across situations and without egocentrism.  Rather than behaving as a 

charismatic hero, the effective coach will surround herself or himself with smart people, 

supportive people and people who are willing to collaborate and learn. 

8. Describe to coaches that it takes a village to produce an extraordinary performance.  

Teach them to populate their village with experts who are solution-focused, curious, and 

willing to collaborate and teach others their expertise, who will structure and support a 

cohesive culture with their actions and words. 
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9. Show coaches that in a way, they are building a family (despite one coach disagreeing 

with this assertion).  Demand family-like communication and support from all 

stakeholders (what one organization called “kitchen-table talk”). 

10. Insist that coaches define roles and celebrate them throughout the process within the 

network of people who are leading, following and ultimately contributing to the shared 

outcome goal of a winning performance. 

11. Teach coaches that effective performance leadership is rooted in awareness and 

reflection.  Practice self-reflection and self-awareness.  Teach coaches to take a hard look 

in the mirror each day and insist that their extended team of followers or members do the 

same. 

Recommendations for IST Members  

1. Learn the difference between a growth versus fixed mindset (Dweck, 2007).  Cultivate a 

growth mindset.  Bring a willingness to learn and solution-focus to problems, to your 

expert discipline and the sport organization as a whole.   

2. You will be directed by a head coach who must behave as a decisive conductor.  Support 

this leader and do not work with one who is not demanding, supportive and solution-

focused.  Communicate with the head coach openly and often. 

3. Contribute to the vision and the detailed preparatory plan and then support it with your 

actions and words. 

4. Know, respect and play your clearly defined role within the larger team.  Celebrate 

individual roles across the network of people who are collectively applying analytic 

tenacity and solution-focus to the daily incremental development of a podium outcome. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 It has been recommended that a theoretical model must have scales developed to measure 

the constructs that make up that model (Chelladurai, 2012).  In the future, it will be useful to 

develop scales to measure the leadership behaviours and processes found in this study and 

included in the proposed new model of leadership in podium performance sport.  A valid and 

reliable instrument for measuring the leadership behaviours and processes found in this 

dissertation could serve to catalyze leadership learning and development for future Olympic 

sport coaches, NCIs, CSIs, NSOs and HPDs. 

 Future research is needed to better understand the selection of the right IST members, the 

creation of a solution-focused culture and athlete peer leadership in the podium performance 

sport context.  While every participant in this research project described the village of experts it 

took to win a medal at the height of amateur sport, they did not detail how IST members in 

particular were selected for this network.  Future research should focus on the creation of the IST 

and move toward measuring each IST member’s specific contributions to the process and culture 

of the podium performance sport organization.  In addition, it would be interesting to study the 

collaboration between IST members and develop our understanding of their role in creating 

knowledge and improving practice. 

 What emerged from this study is a vivid description of analytic tenacity across coaches 

and athletes.  Future research should delve into the genesis of this solution-focused approach.  It 

would also be interesting to blend this research with the much-needed study of IST expert 

members as their role and inclusion in the podium preparation context is vital, according to 

participants in this research.  A future research question that emerged from this dissertation is: Is 
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analytic tenacity a prerequisite or developed in the organizational culture of a medal-winning 

sport group? 

 Deeper study of the head coach’s role in selecting and managing the IST as well as their 

role in creating and nurturing a culture of learning in this performance-driven setting is required.  

This research would create valuable applied knowledge for coaches embarking on an Olympic 

medal journey.  In addition, future research that mines the depths of the blueprint for success – 

the detailed plan that structured the preparation – will produce pragmatic findings that coaches 

can blend with their sport-specific knowledge and experience.   

 Questions for future research that would extend findings from this dissertation are: What 

did IST members do and how did the coaches know they were the right people for their specific 

role?  What specific behaviours and events created and maintained the culture and environment 

every athlete in this study mentioned as part of their success?  How were relationships developed 

and maintained between IST and coaches? IST and athletes? 

 Every athlete in this study described athlete leadership.  It was mentioned by half of the 

coaches in their interviews.  Future research must look at the informal yet generative role that 

peer leadership plays in both individual and team sport groups preparing to win Olympic and 

world titles.  The role of the decisive conductor, who is the head coach in this context, must be 

understood in relation to athlete leadership behaviours.   

 Finally, future research that studies how analytic tenacity is developed in coaches would 

yield practical insight which coach educators could use to develop this cornerstone of leadership 

in performance-driven coaching.  What type of training and experiences allowed coaches in this 

study to discern the important questions and effective solutions in this sport context?  Research 

that unearths the details of preparation that athletes in this study not only perceived as better than 
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their rivals but ultimately took solace from would develop great insight for future podium 

performance sport stakeholders.   
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APPENDIX A 

Coach Interview Guide 

I have to tell you that I responded to this interview recently – my supervisor asked the 

questions and I responded as an athlete. So I was thinking about my experiences leading 

up to the 1996 Olympics – I wasn’t exactly comfortable describing some pretty negative 

leadership moments.  I guess I am telling you this just to emphasize that everything you 

say will be absolutely confidential  

Preamble 

• Leadership is a concept I think we have a cultural fascination with look in any 

airport at the books being sold  

• From a scientific or research perspective we don’t really have a great 

understanding of it.   

• I am a qualitative research so that just means I am interested in developing our 

understanding of human experiences that numbers can’t meaningfully express – 

things that elude quantification  

• I am hoping to extend our understanding of leadership and challenge unscientific 

definitions of it. I hope to build a complex & detailed image of what Olympic 

sport leadership looked like in the medal-winning context.  

• Ultimately, I would like to improve our ability to develop effective leadership. 

• YOU are the expert in this interview. YOUR conception of leadership – who what 

how why – informs this research.   
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• I hope that over the course of our interview you will share with me what YOU 

mean when you use the term ‘leadership’.  When I use the term ‘leadership’ I am 

not limiting it to one coach, one athlete, or one IST member.  

• Everything you say will be kept absolutely confidential and no names will be 

attached to anything you share in this interview or the subsequent survey you may 

complete on-line.   

• You may end participation in this study at any time.  Our interview is scheduled 

for one hour but this is not a rigid time frame.  Do you have any questions for me? 

Open-ended questions: 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about your background in sport just to set the stage for our 

conversation? 

2. What do you think contributed to your success in 2010?  

 thinking, decisions, and actions  

3. Based on your sport experiences, what does effective leadership look like? Paint a 

portrait 

4. What leadership highlights (negative or positive) stand out in your memory from the 

months and years leading up to the 2010 Olympic Games? 

5. Do you think leadership is an individual or a collective/shared process in the Olympic 

context? Can you explain your answer? 

6. What role does leadership play in the coach-athlete relationship? 

Semi-structured/Integrated Research Model of Podium Performance Questions: 

1. Can you describe the vision that guided your 2010 preparation and Games?  

How was this vision created and communicated?  
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2. Did you focus on deviations from the rules and mistakes in training and competition?   

3. Can you describe the organization and planning that preceded your athlete’s’ podium 

 performance(s) in 2010?  

4. How was pride nurtured in your athlete(s)?  

5. Were performance expectations clear in your training environment? linked with 

rewards?   

6. Did you encourage athletes to problem solve and make decisions? If so, how?  

7. Can you describe a situation where you or anyone didn’t respond to a situation that an 

athlete or IST member saw as urgent?  

8. How was sense of purpose nurtured in your athlete(s) ? 

9. Did you see yourself as a teacher to your Olympic champions? teaching style?   

Final Questions: 

1. How much of your Olympic podium outcome(s) do you attribute to leadership?  

3. Do you think your athletes, staff and IST members would share your perspectives on 

 leadership and the role it played in your Olympic successes? 

4. Do you have anything you would like to add that I have not covered in our 

conversation?  

5. Do you have any questions for me?  

6. Would you mind if I follow up with you once I transcribe your interview if I have 

questions?  

7. Would you mind completing a brief leadership survey when it is convenient for you – 

via email? 

8. Would you be able to put me in contact with your Olympic medal-winning athlete(s)? 
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APPENDIX B 

Athlete Interview Guide 

I have to tell you that I responded to this interview recently – my supervisor asked the 

questions and I responded as an athlete. So I was thinking about my experiences leading 

up to the 1996 Olympics – I wasn’t exactly comfortable describing some pretty negative 

leadership moments.  I guess I am telling you this just to emphasize that everything you 

say will be absolutely confidential  

Preamble 

• Leadership is a concept I think we have a cultural fascination with look in any 

airport at the books being sold  

• From a scientific or research perspective we don’t really have a great 

understanding of it.  I am hoping to change that – and challenge unscientific 

definitions of it.  

• I am a qualitative researcher so that just means I am interested in developing our 

understanding of human experiences that numbers can’t meaningfully express – 

things that elude quantification  

• Ultimately, I would like to improve our ability to develop effective leadership. 

• YOU are the expert in this interview. YOUR conception of leadership – who what 

how why – informs this research.   

• I hope that over the course of our interview you will share with me what YOU 

mean when you use the term ‘leadership’.  When I use the term ‘leadership’ I am 

not limiting it to one coach, one athlete, or one IST member.  
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• Everything you say will be kept absolutely confidential and no names will be 

attached to anything you share with me. 

• You may end participation in this study at any time.  Our interview is scheduled 

for one hour but this is not a rigid time frame.  Do you have any questions for me? 

Open-ended questions: 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about your background in sport just to set the stage for our 

conversation? 

2. What do you think contributed to your success in 2010?  

 thinking, decisions, and actions  

3. Based on your sport experiences, what does effective leadership look like?  Paint a 

portrait? 

4. What leadership highlights (negative or positive) stand out in your memory from the 

months and years leading up to the 2010 Olympic Games? 

5. Do you think leadership is an individual or a collective/shared process in the Olympic 

context? Can you explain your answer? 

6. What role does leadership play in the coach-athlete relationship? 

Semi-structured/Integrated Research Model of Podium Performance Questions: 

1. Can you describe the vision that guided your 2010 preparation and Games?  

How was this vision created and communicated?  

2. Can you describe the organization and planning that preceded your podium 

performance in 2010?  

3. How was pride nurtured in your team/you?  
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4. Were performance expectations clear in your training environment? Were expectations 

linked with rewards in your training environment?  

5. Did your coach(es) focus on deviations from the rules and mistakes in your training 

and competition?  

6. Did your coach(es) encourage you to problem solve and make decisions on your own? 

If so, how?  

7. Can you describe a situation where your coach or an IST member didn’t respond to a 

situation that you or another athlete saw as urgent?  

8. How was sense of purpose nurtured in you/your team? 

9. Did you see your Olympic coach(es) as a teachers? If so can you describe their 

teaching style?  

Final Questions: 

1. How much (%) of your 2010 podium outcome(s) do you attribute to leadership?  

3. Do you think your athletes/athletes you trained with, staff and IST members would 

share your perspectives on leadership and the role it played in your podium 

performances? 

4. Do you have anything you would like to add that I have not covered in our 

conversation?  

5. Do you have any questions for me?  

6. Would you mind if I follow up with your once I transcribe your interview if I have 

questions?  

7. Would you mind completing a brief leadership survey when it is convenient for you – 

via email? 
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8. Would you be able to put me in contact with your Olympic coach? 
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APPENDIX C 

Sample MLQ Questions by Subscale 

Idealized influence-attributed (II-A):  

My leader instils pride in me for being associated with him or her. 

Idealized influence-behaviour (II-B):  

My leader specifies the importance of having a strong sense of purpose. 

Inspirational motivation (I Mo):  

My leader articulates a compelling vision of the future  

Intellectual stimulation (I Stim):  

My leader seeks differing perspectives when solving problems  

Individual consideration (I Con):  

My leader spends time teaching and coaching. 

Contingent reward (C.R):  

My leader makes clear what one can expect to receive when performance goals are achieved. 

Management by exception-active (MBE.A):  

My leader focuses attention on irregularities, mistakes, exceptions, and deviations from standards. 

Management by exception-passive (MBE.P):  

My leader shows that he or she is a firm believer in ‘If it ain’t broke don’t fix it’. 

Laissez-faire (L.F):  

My leader delays responding to urgent requests. 

Extra effort (X):  

My leader gets me to do more than I expected to do. 

Effectiveness (E):  

My leader leads a group that is effective. 

Satisfaction (S):  

My leader uses methods of leadership that are satisfying.  
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APPENDIX D 

MLQ Coach Scores 

In Appendices D, E and F: II-A is the transformational impact of idealized influence-attributed; 

II-B is the transformational behaviour of idealized influence-behaviour; I.M is the 

transformational behaviour of inspirational motivation; I.S is the transformational behaviour of 

intellectual stimulation; I.C is the transformational behaviour of individual consideration; C.R is 

the constructive transactional behaviour of contingent reward; MBE.A is the corrective 

transactional behaviour of management by exception-active; MBE.P is passive behaviour of 

management by exception-passive; L.F is the avoidant leadership behaviour of laissez-faire; X is 

the impact of leadership behaviour in extra follower effort; E is the perception of leader 

effectiveness; S is follower satisfaction. 

 

FRL 

subscale:  

II-A II-B I.M I.S I.C C.R MBE.A MBE.P L.F X E S 

Coach 1 3.75 3.25 3.5 3.5 3.75 2.75 0.5 0.25 0.25 4 4 3.5 

Coach 2 3 4 4 4 4 2.75 3.25 0.75 0 4 3.5 4 

Coach 3 3.25 3.5 3.75 3.75 3.5 3.75 2 1.25 1 3.67 3.25 2.5 

Coach 4 3.5 3.25 3.5 3 4 3.25 2.25 0.5 0.25 4 3.5 3.5 

Coach 5 3.5 3 3.25 3.5 3.25 3.75 0.75 0.25 0 2.67 3.5 3.5 

Coach 6 2.75 3.5 3.25 3 3.75 3.75 1.25 2 1 3 3.25 3.5 

Coach 7 2.75 3 3.5 2.75 3.5 2.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 2.33 3 4 

Coach 8 3 2.75 3.75 3.25 3.5 2 0.75 0 0.25 2.33 3.33 3 

Coach 9 4 3.5 4 4 3.5 3.25 2.75 2 0.75 3.67 4 3.5 

AVERAGE 3.3 3.3 3.6 3.4 3.6 3.1 1.6 0.8 0.4 3.3 3.5 3.4 
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APPENDIX E 

MLQ Athlete Scores 

 

 

FRL subscale:  II-A II-B I .M I.S I .C C.R MBE.A MBE.P L.F X E S 

Athlete 1 3.25 4 3.5 3 3.25 3 2 1.5 0.25 2.67 3.25 3.5 

Athlete 2 4 3.5 3.5 3.25 3.5 3.25 1.25 0.75 0 3 3.5 3.5 

Athlete 3 3.25 3.5 3.75 3.25 3.5 3.25 2 1 0 3.67 3.25 3.5 

Athlete 4 3.75 2.75 3.75 3 3.75 2.5 1.75 1.5 0.5 4 3.75 3.5 

Athlete 5 4 2.5 3.5 2.75 4 4 3.75 0.75 2 4 3.5 4 

Athlete 6 3.75 3.25 4 3.75 3.5 4 2.5 0 1.25 4 4 4 

Athlete 7 3.5 3.5 3.25 2.25 3.25 3 1.25 1 0 2.67 3.5 4 

Athlete 8 4 3 3.75 4 3.5 3.5 1 1.5 0 4 4 4 

Athlete 9 3.5 3.5 4 3.5 3.5 3.25 2 0.5 0.25 3.67 4 4 

Athlete 10 3.75 3.25 4 3.25 3.25 3.25 0.25 0.75 0 3 3.5 3.5 

Athlete 11 3 3 3 2.75 2.75 3.25 1.75 1 0.75 2.67 3 3 

Athlete 12 2.75 2.75 3 1.75 2.25 2.75 1.75 0.75 0.75 1.67 2.75 2.5 

AVERAGE 3.5 3.2 3.6 3 3.3 3.25 1.8 0.9 0.5 3.3 3.5 3.6 
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APPENDIX F 

MLQ Dyad Discrepancies 

 

Note: Negative values reflect the athlete in the dyad rated the coach LOWER than the 

coach rated herself or himself. 

 

Discrepancy between self (coach) and follower (athlete) rating 
FRL 

subscale:  

II-A II-B I .M I .S I .C C.R MBE.A MBE.P L.F X E S 

Athlete 1: 

Coach 1 

-0.5 0.75 0 -0.5 -0.5 0.25 1.5 1.25 0 -1.33 -0.75 0 

Athlete 2: 

Coach 1 

0.25 0.25 0 -0.25 -0.25 0.5 0.75 0.5 -0.25 -1 -0.5 0 

Athlete 3: 

Coach 2 

0.25 -0.5 -0.25 -0.75 -0.5 0.5 -1.25 0.25 0 -0.33 -0.25 -0.5 

Athlete 4: 

Coach 3 

0.5 -0.75 0 -0.75 0.25 -1.25 -0.25 0.25 -0.5 0.33 0.5 1 

Athlete 5: 

Coach 4 

0.5 -0.75 -0.1 -0.25 0 0.75 1.5 0.25 1.75 0 0 0.5 

Athlete 6: 

Coach 5 

0.25 0.25 0.75 0.25 0.25 0.25 1.75 -0.25 1.25 1.33 0.5 0.5 

Athlete 7: 

Coach 6 

0.75 0 0 -0.75 -0.5 -0.75 0 -1 -1 -0.33 0.25 0.5 

Athlete 8: 

Coach 7 

1.25 0 0.25 1.25 0 1 0.5 1 -0.5 1.67 1 0 

Athlete 9: 

Coach 8 

0.5 0.75 0.25 0.25 0 1.25 1.25 0.5 0 1.34 0.67 1 

Athlete 11: 

Coach 9 

-1 -0.5 -1 -1.25 -0.75 0 -1 -1 0 -1 -1 -0.5 

AVERAGE 

discrepancy 

0.3 -0.05 -0.01 -0.3 -0.2 -0.08 0.5 0.2 0.08 0.07 0.04 0.25 


