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Abstract

Since little leadership research has been conducted in elite national team 
environments, this study explored the types of leadership characteristics 
found in a men’s national football team. The research question was: What 
leadership characteristics describe a men’s national football team? Our 
data comprised 182 pages of transcripts of interviews with five coaches and 
two players from a men’s national team. Reflexive thematic analysis with 
a deductive approach yielded three themes: 1) coach leadership, 2) ath-
lete leadership, and 3) shared leadership. These key themes suggest that a 
national team’s leadership is built on interactivity. The team’s leadership 
structure was characterized by the coaching staff and players having clear 
roles while leaving space for informal leaders to emerge as needed. The 
coaches highlighted the captain’s role in bearing the primary responsibil-
ity for representing the players’ voices in decision-making. Our interview 
data indicated that the characteristics that distinguish an excellent ath-
lete leader from a good one were an unselfish personality, excellent social 
skills, and the ability to inspire others.
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Introduction
The history of sports is replete with stories of underdogs defying 
the odds and achieving a level of success that they alone believed in. 
The sports world is constantly developing, with all elite teams and 
athletes seeking to maximize their success. In international foot-
ball, where teams’ choices of players are limited by nationality and 
new superstars cannot be bought with money, it has been suggested 
that one way to gain a competitive edge is for the team to possess 
high quality leadership (Cotterill & Fransen, 2016; Wagstaff, 2017). 
As professional football leadership studies have mainly been con-
ducted in club environments (Hong, 2023; Karayel et al., 2024; Metin 
& Eratli Şirin, 2025; Mills & Boardley, 2016; Rausch et al., 2025), we 
wanted to conduct research on leadership in the national team con-
text. Moreover, recent studies on national teams have focused on 
players’ performance (Chen et al., 2025), teams’ tactical decisions 
(Gabrys et al., 2025; Iván-Baragaño, 2025) and the effects of mega 
events like FIFA World Cups on global politics (Beissel & Ternes, 
2024), leaving a clear research gap for studies on leadership in na-
tional teams.
	 Notably, all the participants in the few existing studies on leader-
ship in national team environments have been coaches (Meckbach 
et al., 2023; Øystein Hansen et al., 2021; Svensson Primus & Svens-
son, 2025). However, in their recent meta-analysis on leadership 
in sport, Clare et al. (2025) found that effective leadership by both 
coaches and athletes contributes to team- and individual-level per-
formance. For these reasons, we explored perceptions of leadership 
characteristics of both players and coaches in a men’s national team 
during the UEFA EURO 2020 qualifications and the final tourna-
ment. In the leadership process, an individual influences a group of 
individuals with the aim of achieving a common goal (Northouse, 
2013, p. 5). This requires that this individual, a leader, is viewed by 
the team members as influential (Lanaj & Hollenbeck, 2015). How-
ever, Badura et al. (2022) found that to act as a leader in a team 
does not require a person to be perceived as a leader by every single 
individual in the team. A leader can also arise in a team in an un-
conscious way without that individual claiming or internalizing a 
leadership role (Badura et al., 2022). In sport, team members tak-
ing responsibility for leadership can include coaches, formal athlete 
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leaders appointed by an authority (such as a captain), and informal 
athlete leaders occupying a leadership role without being formally 
appointed to it (Fransen et al., 2014; Mertens et al., 2021). To pro-
vide a conceptual foundation for our qualitative analysis and avoid 
working in a theoretical vacuum (Braun & Clarke, 2021), we next 
introduce a literature review of leadership perspectives examined in 
elite football. These perspectives—coach leadership, athlete leader-
ship, and shared leadership—function as a theoretical frame for our 
analysis, while their empirical relevance is explored in the results 
section.

Coach leadership

Chelladurai and Riemer (1998) define coach leadership as a behav-
ioral process led by the coach to influence athletes’ performance and 
satisfaction. Coach leadership has proven to be a powerful driver of 
team and player performance (Cotterill & Fransen, 2016; Fransen et 
al., 2018). With suitable leadership behaviors, high-quality coaches 
can increase athletes’ confidence in the team’s capacities (Hampson 
& Jowett, 2014) and enhance athletes’ trust in their coach’s (Fransen 
et al., 2020b; Huang, 2012), teams’ and individual athletes’ perfor-
mance (Clare et al., 2025).
	 Many current coach leadership studies have utilized Smoll and 
Smith’s (1989) Model of Leadership Behaviors in Sport, which is 
built on the premise that the effectiveness of leadership depends 
on athletes’ perceptions and recall. The model proposes that coach 
leadership is perceived individually by the players and emphasizes 
that these perceptions are as important for the outcome of a coach’s 
behavior as the coach’s actual behavior (Cotterill & Fransen, 2021). 
To lead a team successfully, as Jowett (2024) argues, a coach must 
build quality relationships with the athletes. This cause-and-effect 
relationship appears to be bi-directional. For example, Gosai et al. 
(2023) and Liu et al. (2025) found that leadership and coach-athlete 
relationships are closely associated, and Zhao and Jowett (2023) 
concluded that high quality coach leadership is a good tool for de-
veloping coach-athlete relationships.
	 In building quality relationships with players, a coach must also 
consider the team’s leadership structure. In the line of command, 
it is important to establish who has the ultimate authority and ac-
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countability (Jowett, 2024). Coaches often believe that they possess 
the best insight into their team’s leadership structure. As a typical 
established leadership figure and as a team’s formal leader, a coach 
often controls the appointment of other leaders (for athlete lead-
ers, see Fransen et al., 2020c), despite research indicating that the 
other team members do not always agree with their formal leader’s 
perceptions (Fransen et al., 2020b).

Athlete leadership

Alongside a coach’s leadership, athlete leadership has been shown 
to be a relevant factor in many team outcomes, and therefore very 
important for both teams and coaches (Fransen et al., 2015). Ath-
lete leadership is strongly associated with better team performance 
(Crozier et al., 2013; Fransen et al., 2017), team success (Cotterill & 
Fransen, 2016), and strong team resilience when encountering set-
backs (Morgan et al., 2013). 
	 At their best, athlete leaders, whether in a formal or informal lead-
ership role, influence their team’s achievement of a common goal 
(Cotterill et al., 2022; Loughead et al., 2006, p. 144), are vocal, trust-
worthy, exemplary, and have strong interpersonal skills (Holmes 
et al., 2010). Formal athlete leaders are athletes who are formally 
appointed to a leadership role (e.g., team captain), usually by the 
coaching staff (Newman et al., 2019). The team captain is generally 
perceived as an important leader (Lower-Hoppe et al., 2020) whose 
leadership may have a stronger effect than the coach’s on a team’s 
performance (Clare et al., 2025).
	 The captain’s role has, however, suffered from a lack of clarity 
(Cotterill et al., 2022). No consensus exists on the role of a captain 
(Cotterill et al., 2019) and as every team has their own context-spe-
cific leadership needs, it can be difficult to understand the specific 
expectations inherent in the role (Orhan & Carson, 2025). For these 
reasons, most captains are unable to live up to the high expectations 
of coaches and teammates (Fransen et al., 2019) and may experience 
negative effects of captaincy due to the increased pressure and chal-
lenges that accompany the role (Orhan & Carson, 2025). 
	 Informal athlete leaders, in turn, rise to a leadership position by ex-
hibiting effective leadership characteristics (Gökduman et al., 2023; 
Loughead, 2017) and spending time with their teammates (Fransen 
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et al., 2014). Teammates may perceive informal leaders as good or 
better leaders than the team captain (Butalia et al., 2021; Clare et al., 
2025; Fransen et al., 2014, 2015) and the relatedness between these 
and the other athletes seems to be stronger than that achievable by 
the coach (Fransen et al., 2020a). In fact, informal leaders can some-
times fulfill different leadership roles better and perform tasks more 
effectively than formal leaders (Fransen et al., 2020c), as they need 
to be accepted by their teammates to truly be able to impact the team 
(Gulak Lipka, 2017). Hence, when coaches are looking for athlete 
leaders in their team to fulfill certain leadership roles, they should 
also be looking beyond the team captain (Fransen et al., 2014, 2015). 
An additional benefit of having multiple formal and informal athlete 
leaders is that athletes occupying a leadership role in the team tend 
to perceive coaches’ leadership behaviors more positively (Fransen 
et al., 2020b; Holopainen et al., 2023). When considering the specific 
number of leaders needed for implementing shared leadership, it is 
important to strike an appropriate balance—that is, to have neither 
too many nor too few leaders in different leadership roles (Fransen 
et al., 2020b).

Shared leadership

In shared leadership, where leadership is distributed among two or 
more individuals, transversal roles and overlapping skills are impor-
tant (Bonini et al., 2024). In the sporting context, shared leadership 
has been seen as a form of team leadership where responsibility is 
distributed between multiple team members, including informal 
athlete leaders, on the group level (Fransen et al., 2020c; Mächel et 
al., 2022). Shared leadership has been found very effective in pro-
moting team effectiveness, team members’ wellbeing (Fransen et al., 
2020c), intrinsic motivation, and teamwork execution (Lee et al., 
2024). Moreover, research focused on the precursors of shared lead-
ership has highlighted the central roles of communicatively open 
team environments (Duguay et al., 2022; Mächel et al., 2022; Taka-
matsu et al., 2025) and coaches’ athlete-centered leadership (Taka-
matsu et al., 2025) in shared leadership.
	 Although shared leadership has been shown to be a working lead-
ership model in team sports, the need remains for an appropriate 
amount of coach leadership in a team with a shared leadership struc-
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ture (Fransen et al., 2020b). For example, the responsibility for im-
plementing the desired leadership structure in the team and sharing 
leadership roles with team members who have the right kind of ex-
pertise needs to be taken by someone (Kang & Svensson, 2019). For 
example, in the game environment, coaches are better able to imple-
ment their game-related tactics and strategies if they have good ath-
lete leaders on the pitch (Fransen et al., 2020b). This is especially 
the case in football as, unlike many other team sports, it is played on 
a relatively large pitch with a large number of players, and hence the 
coach cannot markedly impact the flow of the game. This may ex-
plain why players’ perceived coach leadership is more dependent on 
the leadership quality of the whole team than solely on the coach’s 
behavior (Fransen et al., 2020b; Fransen et al., 2016).
	 Coaches able to apply a shared leadership approach with their 
coaching staff and athletes and help others establish leadership po-
sitions (Fransen et al., 2020b) might better avoid conflict between 
their own and their players’ opinions on their coaching behaviors. 
Individual athletes in a team require not only the coach’s guidance 
but also the support of their peers (Bebetsos et al., 2017). In inter-
views, athlete leaders have, in fact, mentioned their teammates as 
the most important source of feedback and support (Machida-Ko-
suga & Kohno, 2023). Unfortunately, coaches are often reluctant 
to empower their players for fear this could compromise their own 
leadership status in the team or induce them to cave in under the 
pressure of short-term results (Fransen et al., 2020b; Ntoumanis & 
Mallett, 2014). Another possible reason for not utilizing the concept 
of shared leadership is lack of knowledge. When the long-term ef-
fects are not well known, using controlling behaviors is a good way 
for coaches to hide their own insecurities as it leaves no room for 
player autonomy (Ntoumanis & Mallett, 2014). However, when 
coaches empower players in their team, the players’ perception of 
the coach’s leadership evolves in a more positive direction (Fransen 
et al., 2020b; Holopainen et al., 2023).

Present study

By grounding our study in the leadership literature introduced in 
the previous sections and reviewing research on coach, athlete and 
shared leadership, we identified a gap in how these perspectives are 
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understood in elite national team contexts. This framing ensures 
conceptual clarity and aligns with Braun and Clarke’s (2021) rec-
ommendation to avoid working in a theoretical vacuum. Given that 
previous leadership research in elite football has mainly focused on 
clubs (Hong, 2023; Karayel et al., 2024; Metin & Eratli Şirin, 2025; 
Mills & Boardley, 2016; Rausch et al., 2025) and studies on national 
teams have mainly focused on aspects other than leadership, such as 
performance (Chen et al., 2025), teams’ tactical decisions (Gabrys et 
al., 2025) and global politics (Beissel & Ternes, 2024), we wanted to 
enrich the existing football leadership research on coaches, athletes, 
and shared leadership. This research conducted with a rare dataset 
from a men’s national team environment addressed the question: 
What leadership characteristics describe a men’s national football 
team? To answer this question comprehensively meant recognizing 
that the quality of a leader’s leadership characteristics is dependent 
on others’ perceptions (Fransen et al., 2020b), and that athletes’ 
and coaches’ perceptions of coaching behaviors often conflict (Mc-
Cleery et al., 2023). Hence, we chose to interview multiple members 
of a national team, i.e., coaches and players, on how they perceived 
different leadership roles. To our knowledge no previous leadership 
research has focused on coaches’ and players’ perceptions in an elite 
national team environment.

Methods
Participants

Of the participating national team’s 26 male players and 8 coach-
ing staff members, five coaches and two players with different play-
ing positions and amounts of playing time in the UEFA EURO 2020 
tournament participated in the study. All were men of the same na-
tionality. Due to the very specific nature of the sample and to protect 
the participants’ identity, it was agreed not to reveal their demo-
graphic data in detail.

Data collection

Assisted by the country’s football association, a video giving infor-
mation about the research was sent to the national team during 



HOLOPAINEN, SZEROVAY, KONTTINEN & KOKKONEN

8 scandinavian sport studies forum | volume seventeen | 2�026

their training camp. In the video, the first author briefly described 
the research and invited the team to participate. In total, seven team 
members volunteered to be interviewed. They were then emailed an 
individual invitation to the interview along with the same descrip-
tion of the study to enable them to give their informed consent. They 
were informed that their participation was voluntary, that their data 
would remain anonymous, and that they had the right to withdraw 
their participation at any time. They were asked to confirm their 
consent to participate at the beginning of each interview.
	 To capture participants’ individual perceptions of leadership, we 
chose to use a semi-structured interview. Drawing on two interview 
guides from prior studies on athlete leadership (Bucci at al., 2012) 
and coach leadership (Mills & Boardley, 2016), the first author creat-
ed two modified interview guides (one for coaches, one for players). 
The questions were critiqued by the co-authors and two academi-
cally educated coaches from different fields. Feedback addressed the 
clarity and terminology used in the questions and the overall suit-
ability of the interview guides for the target groups. In addition, to 
test the coaches’ interview guide, a pilot interview was conducted 
with a professional football coach.
	 Both interview guides followed the same structure. Each com-
prised four parts: grounding questions intended to initiate discus-
sion and to build rapport between interviewee and interviewer; the 
leadership of the coaching staff; the peer leaders amongst the play-
ers; and lessons learned during the interviewee’s career. At interview 
end, the participants were given an opportunity to add anything to 
their answers or ask the interviewer for any additional information.
	 Due to the Covid-19 pandemic and to arrange the interviews with 
participants living abroad, all seven interviews were digitally re-
corded in Microsoft Teams. Initial short observations were noted in 
writing during the interviews. The interviews were conducted and 
transcribed verbatim by the first author. Edits were only made to 
ensure that all participant data remained confidential and to replace 
any names mentioned in the interview with code names. The inter-
views lasted 75–201 minutes (mean 123 minutes). The transcripts, in 
Times New Roman with font size 11 and line-spacing 1.5, totaled 182 
pages. To enhance the credibility of the results, we also used mem-
ber checking (Thomas, 2016), i.e., all the participants had an oppor-
tunity to read through their interview transcripts and evaluate their 
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accuracy before the data analysis commenced. Only one participant 
corrected a few details (e.g., names and professional jargon).

Data analysis

Interviews were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s (2022a) reflexive 
thematic analysis (RTA) principles. In each of the six different anal-
ysis phases, deductive (theory-driven) and inductive (data-driven) 
approaches were combined and abductive reasoning applied (Kovács 
& Spens, 2005). First, familiarization with the data was gained by lis-
tening to the interview tapes, transcribing the interviews, and then 
carefully reading and re-reading the transcripts. During the reading 
process, notes were taken on initial observations and insights. To 
yield a better representation of the participants experiences, after 
familiarization, the entire dataset was then coded in two rounds 
without any preconceptions or interpretations. Second, the codes, 
together with relevant data extracts, were collated and arranged into 
initial sub-themes. Third, a set of themes was created by grouping 
similar sub-themes together by repeated crosschecking and com-
parison. Table 1 (overleaf) presents an example of theme building 
with sub-theme definitions in the form of the codes extracted from 
the interview data and prototypical text passages (Braun & Clarke, 
2022a). Fourth, the initial themes were then compared against the 
prior literature on coach leadership, athlete leadership and shared 
leadership (e.g. Bonini et al., 2024; Cotterill & Fransen, 2016; Fransen 
et al., 2020b; Fransen et al., 2020c; Mächel et al., 2022; Northouse, 
2013, p. 5). These themes were critically reviewed and discussed with 
the second, third and fourth authors who at this point were acting 
as “critical friends” (Braun & Clarke, 2022a). Small refinements 
were then made to the initial themes, one of which was dropped as 
it was insufficiently related to our specific research question. In the 
fifth phase of the analysis, following constant revision and critical 
discussion involving the whole research group on the connections 
between the themes and the literature, the final themes were cho-
sen and named (Braun & Clarke, 2022a). Finally, the analysis was 
contextualized in relation to the existing literature (Fletcher, 2017).
	 To strengthen the reliability of our analysis, we reflected on it 
with an experienced qualitative researcher and educator in quali-
tative analysis at the University of Jyväskylä. This researcher came 
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Table 1.	
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odes
E

xtracts from
 the interview

s

Shared 
Leadership

Encouraging 
environm

ent
‘Team

 first’ -culture
Fam

ily-like atm
osphere

W
orking for the players

“W
hen players are giving speeches, they are com

paring this 
team

 to another fam
ily. That’s how

 m
eaningful this environ-

m
ent is to these players.” (C

oach 3)

Players’ 
proactivity

Taking responsibility
C

ourage
A good coach creates an atm

osphere in the group w
here 

everyone feels that they are able and dare to influence the 
team

’s activities w
ith their ow

n actions and opinions.
(C

oach 2)

Trust
K

now
ing the players

C
aring about others

C
om

m
itm

ent

“[for athlete leaders] really the m
ost im

portant thing is to 
show

 that they care about others success and their team
’s 

success [...]” (Player 1)

“W
e think of those players not only as players, but also as 

people and are interested in w
hat their lives are all about.” 

(C
oach 5)

Players 
autonom

y
C

reated sense of autonom
y

Role clarity
Player engagem

ent

“M
aybe the effect of this is that they notice that they have 

been able to influence certain things, so it becom
es the play-

ers’ thing as w
ell, as it should be, this is a com

m
on project.” 

(C
oach 4)
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from outside the research team, thereby bringing an added level of 
objective critical thinking to our work (Loo & Sairattanain, 2021). 
We ensured that our use of RTA followed Braun and Clarke’s (2021) 
principles and was not conflated with other thematic approaches 
or analysis procedures. In line with RTA, our process embraced re-
searchers’ interpretative role and reflexivity across the whole re-
search process. This reflects the flexibility of RTA and its capacity 
for both inductive and deductive reasoning, ensuring conceptual 
depth and methodological rigor (Braun & Clarke, 2022b). In prac-
tice, this meant that early theme development was primarily induc-
tive, grounded in participants’ accounts, while later stages incor-
porated a more deductive orientation by critically comparing and 
refining themes against existing leadership literature.

Results
The reflexive thematic analysis of the interview transcripts yielded 
the following three major themes: 1) Coach leadership, 2) Athlete 
leadership and 3) Shared leadership (Table 2). Below, each theme is 
presented and illustrated with quotations from the interviews.

Table 2.	 Themes, sub-themes and extracts from the interviews.

Theme Sub-themes Extracts from the interviews

Coach  
Leadership

Sharing responsibilities
Commitment to decisions
Teamwork
Coach & player relationships
Communication

“[…] Especially by sharing the responsibil-
ity for the players in the everyday tasks 
and by giving players space to succeed and 
not interrupting things just for the sake of 
getting them done in his way.” (Player 1)

Athlete  
Leadership

Taking and sharing responsibilities
Coach-athlete relationship
Unselfishness
Being vocal
Ability to inspire
Communication
Self-initiative

“Captaincy shouldn’t become a burden […] 
everyone can probably execute the tasks 
alone but surely not as well as with the 
help of their peers’ competence” (Player 1)

“A good peer leader can maintain the 
wanted things, but an excellent peer leader 
can produce the wanted change.” (Coach 
5)

Shared  
Leadership

Encouraging environment
Players’ proactivity
Trust
Players’ autonomy

“Maybe the effect of this is that they no-
tice that they have been able to influence 
certain things, so it becomes the players’ 
thing as well, as it should be, this is a com-
mon project.” (Coach 4)
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Coach leadership

The first theme “Coach leadership” comprised five key subthemes: 
sharing responsibilities, commitment to decisions, teamwork, coach 
and player relationships, and communication. Leadership was 
shared across the coaching staff, whose job descriptions and respon-
sibilities were designated by the head coach. However, the coaching 
staff reported that within these parameters they had freedom to cre-
ate and take on different responsibilities that they saw as best suited 
to their personalities and skill set. 

I have been saying from the very start what I want to be responsible for 
[…] Yeah, the idea is that the roles inside the coaching staff are more 
taken than given to us. […] But the roles are probably modified as time 
goes on. (Coach 4)

A well-functioning leadership structure meant that each coach’s decision-
making responsibilities were also clear to all the other coaching staff. After 
discussing different questions together, the responsibility and last word 
on decisions was always the head coach’s. Everybody understood this and 
trusted the head coach to make the right decision, to which all the coach-
ing staff then committed themselves.

I take responsibility and bless all the decisions that are made concerning 
this team. Even if I wouldn’t totally agree with something at first, but the 
rest of the coaching staff think we should try it then I’ll bless it anyway 
and take responsibility for it. (Coach 5)

The ability of coaches to share their own responsibilities with others from 
time to time was seen as an important part of a well-functioning team. 
This was done by listening to other’s opinions or on some occasions by 
giving someone else a chance to take the initiative.

[…] Especially by sharing the responsibility for the players in the eve-
ryday tasks and by giving players space to succeed and not interrupting 
things just for the sake of getting them done in his way. (Player 1)

Good communication skills in relationships with other coaches, and espe-
cially with players, were seen as vital for coaches.

Leadership is mainly about communication. (Coach 5)
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If you can’t get interaction with a player, you won’t be able to influence 
him and you won’t be able to lead him. (Coach 5)

Players wished that everything included in their coaches’ interaction 
should be informed by the coaches’ personalities. Coaches’ behavior was 
seen as very consistent irrespective of the situation. 
	 A culture with steady principles was considered important. For exam-
ple, both coaches and players reported no significant differences in the 
coaches’ behavior between games and practices. In addition, coaches’ hon-
esty in communication improved the coach-athlete relationship, including 
with players getting less playing time. It made them feel that either way 
they had an important role in the team.

A good coach is honest and demanding. He cares about the player in a 
genuine way as an individual […] he can communicate his requirements 
and desires in the team environment to the player in a brutally honest 
and open way, still respecting the player by seeing him as a person first 
before the player he is. (Player 1)

Athlete leadership

The second theme, “Athlete leadership”, comprised seven subthemes: tak-
ing and sharing responsibilities, the coach-athlete relationship, unselfish-
ness, being vocal, ability to inspire, communication, and self-initiative. 
The interviewees described athlete leaders’ fundamental abilities as being 
exemplary and vocal. Athlete leaders also took responsibility for the team’s 
tasks and maintained high standards. When asked what characteristics dis-
tinguished a good from an excellent athlete leader, the answer was an un-
selfish personality, good interaction skills, and an ability to inspire people.

A good peer leader can maintain the wanted things, but an excellent peer 
leader can produce the wanted change. (Coach 5)

Athlete leaders had the important role of implementing the coaches’ ideas 
and plans in the team. This meant that the players, especially the athlete 
leaders, had a big responsibility for maintaining the team’s culture and 
spirit. The biggest responsibility for this was borne by the team captains, 
who were chosen for that role mainly for their ability to communicate well 
between the coaching staff and the players as well as being the players’ 
voice in decision making. 
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	 Not all players were expected to be leaders, but all were expected to 
show some level of leadership. They were encouraged to use their leader-
ship skills to attain an informal leadership position or at least to display 
good level of self-management. 
	 The interviewees considered leadership skills to be really put to the test 
in situations when things got tough. The leader then had to know how 
to act and communicate to be able to change course. It was important to 
know when to take over as leader and when to allow others to make deci-
sions, and also how to manage people in the best interests of the team.

A good example was that [team name] game when in the qualifiers we 
lost [result] and I was thinking for a long time what to say when going 
to the locker room as we’d just lost, and we’d had high hopes that by 
winning we would have been very close to qualifying. Well, there were 
players with their heads down but then a couple of players took the lead 
and opened their mouths and just said that ‘this didn’t go as planned. We 
weren’t at our best, but we have proved that we can do better, and it is 
in our hands to show in two days against [team name] that we are going 
to push through, and we believe in our team’. After I had heard these few 
speeches, I just said that ’I have nothing to add, you just said what I was 
thinking’. I told them that I appreciate that this is coming from the play-
ers, and I didn’t have to bring it up, and so we have accomplished a lot. 
(Coach 5)

The sharing of leadership between the athletes was also seen as important. 
This was emphasized when formal leaders gave informal leaders space 
to flourish. Multiple informal leaders were in fact seen as a necessary re-
source to support coaches’ and team captains’ leadership and more effec-
tively influence the players.

Captaincy shouldn’t become a burden […] everyone can probably execute 
the tasks alone but surely not as well as with the help of their peers’ com-
petence. (Player 1)

Player 2 reflected on what good quality captaincy meant to him and 
stressed the importance of good communication alongside the benefits of 
shared leadership, and thus being able to reach every athlete on the team:

If you have only one captain, then it’s just a fact that this one person can’t 
be as good a friend with everyone. But for example, if you have six guys 
[occupying a strong leadership role] you have much better chances of 
one of them having a really good relationship with someone. If I have one 
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younger guy in that collective and he knows someone better than I do, 
then it’s much easier for me to communicate with that someone through 
this other leader. So, you must have quite a big group of players who are 
leaders in some way. In this situation the captain must be ready to per-
sonally take a step back sometimes. (Player 2)

One of the most important assets of a team’s formal athlete leaders was 
their knowledge on how to interact with different individuals in the team. 
Coaches also encouraged players to take the initiative and make them 
aware of their opinions. Both coaches and players felt it was easier for 
coaches if players not only told them what was on their minds but also 
knew how to work in a group so that when a decision was made, even if 
it was not your own idea, you committed yourself to it as you knew it had 
been made in the team’s best interest.

Shared leadership

The third main theme of “shared leadership” comprised four key sub-
themes: an encouraging environment, players’ proactivity, trust, and play-
ers’ autonomy. The team environment was created to encourage athletes 
to take more responsibility and leave room for informal leaders to develop. 
The coaches also wanted to enhance psychological well-being in such a 
way that players could be themselves in the team. Interviewees reported 
that the coaches cherished the idea of creating a family-like atmosphere: 

When players are giving speeches, they are comparing this team to an-
other family. That’s how meaningful this environment is to these players. 
(Coach 3)

The creation of a family-like atmosphere had also been one of the head 
coach’s ambitions. A further big goal for the coaching staff was developing 
players’ proactivity. With multiple athlete leaders in the team, the coach 
could trust that they would be amplifying the coaches’ messages to the 
whole team. This was achieved by giving players room for leadership and 
teaching them how to maintain team standards. This was important as 
both players and coaches were aware that players may have different per-
ceptions of coaches’ behaviors.

It might be that I think a coach is amazing but someone else thinks he has 
been absolutely terrible.” (Player 2)
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It is through trust—one of the core values in a team—paired with encour-
aging the players to be proactive in interaction that coaches can build a 
team environment where shared leadership is possible.

If I had to prioritize then in my opinion it all starts with creating team 
spirit, trust and a good communication relationship. (Coach 5)

Player autonomy was also an important factor in the coach-athlete rela-
tionship. It was one of the prerequisites of coaching in a shared leader-
ship environment and made everyone feel more attached to their common 
project and that they had a chance to voice their opinion on the decisions 
made.

Maybe the effect of this is that they notice that they have been able to 
influence certain things, so it becomes the players’ thing as well, as it 
should be, this is a common project. (Coach 4)

Discussion
Our aim, through interviews with five coaches and two players, was to shed 
light on what leadership characteristics describe a men’s national football 
team. The three key themes of coach leadership, athlete leadership and 
shared leadership, suggest that the national team’s leadership is based on 
interactiveness and that the team’s leadership structure is one in which 
leadership is shared across the coaching staff and players with room for 
informal leaders to arise as needed. These findings support those of previ-
ous studies on the benefits of sharing leadership between coaching staff 
and players (Bebetsos et al., 2017; Cotterill & Fransen, 2016; Fransen et al., 
2014, 2017, 2018, 2020a, 2020b; Haslam et al., 2017; Loughead et al., 2006; 
Mächel et al., 2022) and indicates their functionality in an elite national 
football team environment.
	 In our interviews, the coaches underlined the importance of commu-
nication and the need to really know the players as individuals. This was 
also noted by the players, both of whom reported that on different occa-
sions, they may have different perceptions of coaches’ behaviors. That is, 
even in good coaching relationships occasions will arise where the desired 
message is not received exactly as intended by the coach. This phenome-
non has been reported by Millar et al. (2011) and, specifically in leadership 
studies, by Kavussanu et al. (2008). 
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	 All our interviewees seemed to understand that the perceptions of the 
individuals they are leading are the best indicator of the effectiveness of 
leadership. They noted that an essential aspect of communication is the 
ability to notice that the presence of multiple people in a team means mul-
tiple perceptions in interactions within it. To be able to lead a team suc-
cessfully, it is necessary for the coach to build quality relationships with 
the athletes (Jowett, 2024). This observation may be the underlying rea-
son for adopting shared leadership, as by focusing more on an athlete’s 
thought-processes a leader can modify his/her leadership behavior in a 
more suitable direction. As in the case of leadership behaviors (Kavussanu 
et al., 2008), coaches’ and athletes’ perceptions of feedback also often dif-
fer (Millar et al., 2011), mainly due to low quality communication.
	 All members of the present coaching staff recognized that they had a 
clear role in the team in terms of their responsibilities and leadership. 
They also underlined the importance of openness in the communication 
culture—supporting previous findings on the importance of communica-
tively open team environments (Duguay et al., 2022; Mächel et al., 2022; 
Takamatsu et al., 2025) in shared leadership—pointing out that different 
topics are discussed, everyone’s opinions are considered, and it is clear to 
everyone that the head coach makes the final decision and carries the main 
responsibility for it. These results support Meckbach et al. (2023), who 
found that coaches needed to possess a clear understanding of their re-
spective roles, with the head coach bearing the ultimate responsibility. At 
moments when the head coach has to make difficult decisions and some-
times overrule another’s opinion—sometimes his own—the importance 
of clear roles and a working team becomes even more crucial (Fransen 
et al., 2020b). Our findings suggest that the cooperation and impact of 
coaches’ leadership can be further improved if these roles and attributes 
are also made clear to the athletes.
	 The coaches emphasized the role of the captain in bearing the biggest 
responsibility for acting as the voice of the players in decision making. 
While all players were expected to show some level of leadership, team 
captains were seen as a needed and well-functioning link between coaches 
and players. Despite the coaches’ wish for everyone in the team to show 
some leadership abilities, they recognized that not everyone can occupy 
a leadership position. This assumption was long ago articulated by Gibb 
(1947, p. 270), who pointed out that “there can be no leader without fol-
lowers” and subsequently by Platow et al. (2015, p. 20), who state: “the 
absence of followers indicates the clear absence of leadership.”
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	 Our results also suggest that, in the present national team, being exem-
plary and vocal were seen as especially important leadership characteris-
tics of athlete leaders. They also took responsibility for the team’s tasks 
and helped coaches maintain high standards. The characteristics that 
make for an excellent athlete leader were reported to be an unselfish per-
sonality, good social skills, and an ability to inspire people. Overall, these 
findings support those of previous studies reporting a good athlete leader 
as a role model, inspirational and able to promote teamwork (Fransen et 
al., 2020d).

Limitations, strengths, and future research directions

This study has its limitations. The first is the possibility of social desirabil-
ity bias. Environmental psychology research has found that social desir-
ability (i.e., a tendency to present oneself in a socially acceptable way in 
a given situation) can influence people’s self-reports (Bergen & Labonté, 
2020; Cerri et al., 2019) and hence must be considered even if non-signif-
icant (O’Brien et al., 2018). The second is that even if the integrity of the 
voluntary interviewees’ reports is not in doubt, they will usually include 
some element of subjectivity. Although we had the perspectives of multi-
ple coaches and players to balance this subjectivity, the number of players 
interviewed was lower than the number of coaches, raising the possibil-
ity of the coaches’ voices being louder in the data. There is also the pos-
sibility of self-selection bias (Stone et al., 2024), i.e., overrepresentation 
of certain characteristics in the interviewees; for example, the two player 
participants may have had a particularly close relationship with each other, 
or with the head coach.
	 The third is the possible impact of the first author as the interviewer 
and principal data analyst. He is a professional football coach and coach 
educator and has over a decade of experience as both a coach and a player 
in men’s teams. However, the relevance of the first author’s skills in rela-
tion to the topic can be argued to have increased the likelihood of achiev-
ing the intended objectives of the interviews and the building of rapport 
with the interviewees. The second author has been a professional football 
player in men’s teams, and all the present authors work with coaches from 
various sports. All members of the research group have their own experi-
ences and subjective ideas on coaching. Therefore, while complete neu-
trality may be impossible, our research group endeavored to attain it. A 
related limitation concerns our choice of a theoretically flexible method 
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of reflexive thematic analysis (Terry et al., 2017) that, irrespective of its 
flexibility, relies strongly on the researchers’ interpretations, leaving room 
for subjectivity and bias (Terry et al., 2017). Its interpretive nature may 
also impair the replicability of the findings, as different researchers may 
interpret the same data differently (Smith & Osborn, 2008), yielding un-
generalizable results (Braun & Clarke, 2021).
	 Finally, our focus on male national team players may be seen as a short-
coming as it follows in the tradition of the overrepresentation of male 
participants in sport studies (Walton et al., 2024). Much work remains to 
be done to fill the gap in knowledge between males and females in sport 
leadership research (Clare et al., 2025; Walton et al., 2024)
	 However, we feel the strengths of the present study outweigh its limita-
tions. First, it is, to the best of our knowledge, the first leadership study 
conducted in an elite national team environment that includes both coach-
es’ and players’ perceptions. Prior research on male national teams has 
focused, for example, on players’ performance (Chen et al., 2025), teams’ 
tactical decisions (Gabrys et al., 2025) and on the effects of mega events 
such as the FIFA World Cups on world politics (Beissel & Ternes, 2024). 
In addition, most elite football research has focused on the club environ-
ment (Hong, 2023; Karayel et al., 2024; Mills & Boardley, 2016; Rausch et 
al., 2025) to the neglect of national team football.
	 Second, from a more methodological viewpoint, we valued the par-
ticipants highly and invested in trusting relationships with them in many 
ways. We sent an informational video about the study to the team at their 
training camp. The first author introduced himself to create an initial rela-
tionship with the participants. All the interviews started with a few ques-
tions pertaining to the participants’ career and life with the objective of 
avoiding power asymmetry and further building the researcher-participant 
relationship (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Our group of participants was 
small but heterogenous (contextual), featuring clearly different roles and 
responsibilities. The players differed in both their amount of playing time 
during the past year and their career with the national team during the 
past decade. All the above offered us a full range of perspectives on our 
research question. According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), investing 
time in the preparation and analysis of research interviews has its benefits. 
	 Third, to enhance the validity and the ethics of our data collection, we 
sent the transcripts to the interviewees for checking before starting the 
coding process (Gray, 2018). Regarding the analysis itself, the main reason 
for choosing reflexive thematic analysis over more rigorous methods was 
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to make full use of all the authors’ areas of expertise and allow them room 
for a little creativity in the analysis phase (Whittemore et al., 2001). The 
strengths of this method, when used correctly, are its flexibility in sup-
porting both inductive and deductive analysis (Terry et al., 2017) and the 
possibility for deeper engagement with the data and better understanding 
of participants’ experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2022b). Thus we sought to 
make the most of the research group’s expertise in the target research field 
while at the same time enhancing the transparency of the analysis by em-
phasizing the researchers’ reflexivity and thereby encouraging their aware-
ness of potential biases (Braun & Clarke, 2019).
	 Finally, our data collection was well-timed as it was implemented soon 
after the EURO 2020 tournament. At that point, the interviewees had had 
sufficient time to recover from the tournament and reflect on it and the 
long road to it, while still relatively free from memory bias. Our timing also 
meant that at study start the coaching staff had been working continuously 
with the team and each other for several years. The national team calen-
dar year comprises four to five nine-day FIFA international match win-
dows where the teams gather together. Research has shown that it takes at 
least two months for athletes and coaches to become properly acquainted 
(Loughead & Carron, 2004), an interval reached before our study began.
	 The process of choosing team captains merits more research attention. 
Butalia et al. (2021) emphasize the importance of choosing captains ac-
cording to individuals’ leadership qualities instead of team tenure or tech-
nical abilities. Next, armed with greater knowledge on effective leadership 
characteristics, it would be interesting to study whether the leadership 
structure of a team evolves inside the team during the time span of a whole 
season, and if so, for what reasons.

Conclusion
In this study, we identified three key themes: 1) coach leadership, 2) ath-
lete leadership, and 3) shared leadership. The team’s leadership structure 
involved clear roles shared among the coaching staff and players, with 
space for informal leaders to emerge as needed. The coaches highlighted 
the captain’s primary responsibility for representing the players in deci-
sion-making. In this national team, characteristics that distinguished an 
excellent athlete leader from a good one were reported to include an un-
selfish personality, excellent social skills, and the ability to inspire others. 
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We suggest that with this knowledge of what makes an excellent athlete 
leader, coaches can better develop athlete leadership in their teams and 
reap the benefits of quality leadership in a highly competitive elite team 
sport environment.
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