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Abstract 

 When it comes to team leadership, our general understanding of the dynamic is 
based almost entirely on studies done in the professional sphere. In order to determine 
which theories apply to the situation of collegiate sports team leadership, this study, 
through the use of semi-structured qualitative interviews with college athletes, sought to 
discover the effects and influence of team captains on their peers. In my findings I was 
able to zero in on five specific traits that significantly impact peer athletes (kindness, 
athletic prowess, ability to motivate, composure and work ethic). I also found that some 
traits such as kindness and the ability to motivate are more important to female athletes, 
while traits such as athletic prowess and strong work ethic are more important to men. 
Also, when it comes to the age of team captains, freshmen and sophomore athletes are 
generally considered unfit to lead by their peers due to lack of merit or experience. These 
results provide a unique body of data that aids in our understanding of leadership in 
collegiate sports. Through the use of this data, college coaches can evaluate good sports 
leadership qualities in captains, as well as potential for upcoming captains who have not 
yet had a chance to demonstrate the functional and managerial skills that are consistently 
emphasized in leadership research. They can also teach and encourage character traits 
that correlate with effective peer leadership, focusing on certain traits more than others 
depending of where a certain team leader lacks or excels. 

Introduction 

Over the past 50 years, there have been over 65 different classification systems 

used to define the dimensions of leadership (Northouse, 2004, p.4). Despite the incessant 

quest to understand and master the art of leadership, the theories that have come to 

fruition throughout the study of leadership have contradicted each other or been debated 

the majority of the time.  There is also a tendency for leadership theory to be broad, 

which is what originally gave me the idea to focus on a very particular type of leadership. 

As an athlete and a team captain myself, I have struggled with the mysteries of sports 

leadership, finding it very difficult to translate my leadership education into an actual 

situation. In order to develop an applicable body of leadership research, I sought to 

determine which aspects of leadership theory were practical and present in the sphere of 

collegiate sports team leadership.   



When brainstorming this idea, I figured that the best way to figure out which 

leadership qualities and actions were most beneficial and functional would be to ask 

athletes about their team’s leaders.  By asking non-captain athletes which leadership 

strategies were effective in their minds, I could tell which actions or qualities in leaders 

made the most impact of their followers. I decided that by using semi-structured 

qualitative interviews, I could pick the brains of student athletes to the point where I 

could determine which of their captains were most effective, why they were most 

effective, what sort of qualities the interviewees respect most in captains and what sort of 

conduct proves most effective/functional in the realm of sports team leadership. 

Literature Review 

While the field of leadership research is vast, indefinite and ever changing, the 

research done for the sake of this review of literature will include only the work 

applicable to the scenario of leadership amongst sports team captains.  In order to 

determine which characteristics of leadership we should take into consideration, we need 

to determine which are known to have the most relevant impact on the members of a 

team. 

Leadership: Theory and Practice by Peter G. Northouse analyzes multiple 

approaches and theories to general leadership. The first of these approaches in the Trait 

Approach, which emphasizes character traits in determining who has the skills to be a 

great leader and who will be effective based on things like their persistence, 

trustworthiness and fluency.  (Northouse, 2004, p.19) The second approach is the style 

approach, which focuses on what a leader does rather than who a leader is.  It states that 



leaders engage in two types of behaviors, task behaviors and relationship behaviors.  The 

style approach focuses on how leaders combine these two behaviors. (Northouse, 2004, 

p.76) The third approach, described as the most widely recognized approach to 

leadership, is the situational approach. This approach provides a more complicated model 

that suggests how leaders should behave based on the demands of a particular situation, 

primarily based on the amount of commitment and competence of subordinates 

(Northouse, 2004, p.99). 

 One of the theories discussed is the Contingency Theory, which focuses on 

matching up leaders with situations they are most likely to succeed in. It focuses on the 

leader in conjunction with the situation in which the leader works.  It takes into account 

the fact that not every situation is suitable for even a good leader. (Northouse, 2004, 

p.123) The Path-Goal theory is about how leaders motivate subordinates to accomplish 

designated goals, motivating subordinates to be productive and satisfied with their work. 

It emphasizes the fact that subordinates will be more productive if they feel competent, 

and that their efforts are rewarded positively (Northouse, 2004, p.137). 

Leader-member exchange theory focuses more on the follower’s role in the 

leader’s success and influence. It describes those who have positive exchanges and 

experiences with leaders as in-group members that end up expanding their own roles and 

opportunities in the leadership scheme. It concludes that in-group members have a better 

experience and more effectively accomplish group goals under the leader. 

Transformational Leadership is described as the leader’s ability to inspire their followers 

by adapting to their needs and motives (Northouse, 2004, p.161). 



As it relates to my project, this combination of theoretical concepts and 

characteristic preferences has helped determine what sort of questions need to be asked as 

far as effective leadership on sports teams goes.  While keeping in mind things like the 

trait and style approach, I will consider the potential importance of organizational 

maintenance of leaders as well as their relationships with the other athletes.  

In a chapter by Susan E. Kogler Hill entitled Team Leadership, Hill discussed the 

key functions of team leadership in order to help define what constitutes an effective and 

definitive leader. It is here where it is first indicated that there are 3 critical functions of 

leadership. These are A) to help the group accomplish tasks (the task function) B) to keep 

the group maintained and functioning (maintenance function) and, newly added in this 

chapter, C) aiding the group in adapting to the external environment (external function). 

This function accounts for team representation at things like meetings, banquets, and 

press events. She goes on the discuss the complexities of team leadership, pointing out 

that the two main abilities a leader must have in order to maintain an influential hold on 

the group are keen observational skills and the ability to act upon those observations. 

(Northouse, 2004, p.287) 

 However, In a 2006 study by Todd M. Loughead entitled The Nature of Athlete 

Leadership, research was focused on a relatively fresh perspective on team leadership, 

focusing less on the coach’s leadership and more on the peer/athlete roles in leadership.  

This study was among the first to make a distinction between two types of athlete leaders; 

team and peer leaders. Going off the belief that leaders serve three important functions to 

the team (task, social, and external functions), the research examined these characteristics 

among 258 varsity athletes across 13 teams. (Loughead, 2006, p.24) They then set out to 



determine the amount of peer leadership on sports teams, followed by the stability of that 

leadership over the course of the season. The results showed that the majority of team 

task, social, and external leaders occupied a formal position on their team. In contrast, the 

results showed for peer leaders that the majority occupied an informal position on task, 

social and external functions. As for starting status, the majority of team and peer leaders 

were starters. In addition, it was shown that the majority of team and peer leaders were 

third-year players. Finally, the distribution of team and peer leaders was stable 

throughout the season.  

 A much less personal perspective on leadership was taken in a study called Team 

Leadership by Stephen J. Zaccaro, leadership is examined from a “functional leadership” 

perspective, which implies that the key role of the leader is to get done or do whatever 

functions are not being carried out adequately in terms of group needs. The role of the 

leader is to determine issues, devising solutions to issues and implementing those 

solutions. It analyzes complex dynamics of group cohesion, cognition, and motivation 

techniques that are important for effective team leadership. (Zaccaro, 2001, p.465) 

Regarding motivation in particular, it states that effective team leaders succeed in 

motivating their teams to work hard and raising the overall efficacy of the group. They 

conclude that leaders who set high performance goals for the group and consistently 

encourage the achieving of those goals will display higher team efficacy and cohesion 

than teams without those tendencies. (Zaccaro, 2001, p.477) They also conclude that as 

team members become more experienced and versed in the way the leaders run the team, 

they begin to assume some of the leadership responsibilities themselves. 

Leadership and Satisfaction in Athletes, Harold A. Riemer examined the 



differences between the offensive and defensive personnel of football teams in preferred 

leadership, perceived leadership, and satisfaction with leadership. The results showed that 

defensive players preferred and noticed greater amounts of democratic behavior, 

autocratic behavior, and social support than did offensive players. Also, the congruence 

of preferred and perceived leadership in the dimension of social support was critical to 

enhancing member satisfaction. On the other hand, perceived leadership in training and 

instruction as well as positive feedback were stronger determinants of satisfaction with 

leadership than either the preferred leadership or the congruence of preferred and 

perceived leadership in these dimensions.  

This information will surely be useful in determining how to interview athletes 

about their perception of the leadership on their teams. It is important to distinguish 

between offensive and defensive perspectives of leadership, since the mindset is different 

for the two groups, just as the mindset of a group of apocalypse survivors would be 

different from a group of revolutionaries.  Different leadership qualities will be perceived 

and appreciated in different circumstances, as mentioned in the contingency theory from 

Northouse’s book. 

 Lastly, in research that focused less on characteristics and styles of leadership and 

more on the functional side of leadership, Team Leadership and Development, Steve W.J. 

Kozlowski lays out a theoretical framework that emphasizes two key aspects of team 

leadership. The first being the leader’s shifting role as the team makes progress and the 

second being how the leader uses experiences to instruct and help the team learn new 

things. The theory provides the foundation for deriving principles and guidelines that 

specify leader behavioral capabilities. In this theory, it is key that leaders share attitudes 



and affects, similar lifestyles and cognitive structure in order to relate to and function 

within the team (Kozlowski, 2003, p. 269). 

Throughout the research Kozlowski provides guidelines on how leaders should 

approach goal setting and problem solving situations to effectively bring teams together 

and function adequately. The overall conclusion is that the key role of leaders is to 

organize and highlight the group goals of the team, building team and task work skills 

that are instrumental to the achieving those goals. When formulating interview questions 

for the sake of my research, this project has taken into account the importance of adapting 

to adversity and instruction in the leadership role. 

 The research reviewed here will be the key to determining how this project will 

approach team members and what this project will ask them in order to determine how 

they view their leaders and their characteristics. While little research has been done on 

the hard, practical characteristics and behavior that actually influence team members, this 

project can look at generally effective tactics of leadership to help narrow down the 

effective traits and actions we are looking for. 

 

Method 

In order to obtain data for my research, I interviewed multiple athletes from 

various sports to determine how they view the leaders of their respective teams. I selected 

13 athletes from several college team sports such as men’s and women’s basketball, field 

hockey, volleyball, baseball, football and softball to interview face-to-face, asking 

questions to determine if they respect/are positively influenced by their leaders/captains. I 

will also ask which qualities their leaders possess that cause them to be effective in the 



eyes of the subject. Based on research I have conducted about leadership, I developed a 

series of questions that touched on effective leadership qualities and determine which are 

truly necessary and which are effective in theory, but fall short practically according to 

the subjects.  

To preface my interview and prepare my subject, I started by explaining that I 

have come to the conclusion through my research that leaders can be assessed based on 

the following categories; Lifestyle/character qualities, skill on the field/athletic ability 

and communication abilities. I then allowed them a day or so to think about the questions 

I had printed on the questionnaire before interviewing them. Once, in the interview, I 

proceeded to ask how many distinguishable leaders are on their team, and ask them to 

label them as leader A, B, C and so forth depending on how many there are, so that I may 

ask one question and receive answers in regards to each leader while keeping each 

leader’s identity as anonymous as possible. I then asked the participants to describe each 

leader open-endedly, searching for key words or concepts that correlate with the research 

I have done in the literature review. Next, I asked what the strengths of each leader were 

as well as the weaknesses of each leader. Then I became more specific, asking 1. Does 

the leader aid in the collective accomplishment of team goals? 2. Does the leader help 

when members of the team face various adversities? And 3. Does the leader assume an 

instructional role, teaching teammates and helping them learn about new situations? I 

next asked for specific examples of when leaders have effectively inspired them or 

helped them as well as examples of failed leadership attempts they have witnessed.  

The last three questions I included were: “Does your team captain motivate, inspire, or 

push you to be better or work harder in a positive way off the field during practice…. ….  



on game day?”, “Is your captain among the most skilled players on the team? Do you feel 

they would have the same impact if they were less skilled?” and “What qualities do you 

find to be most vital in a captain or team leader?” Toward the end of each interview, I 

asked a general question of which leader is the most influential/effective of the group, 

and used the answers to the preceding questions to determine why. 

As far as quantitative data goes, I asked which of the three categories I highlighted 

earlier the subject believes each team captain represents. I also asked how many captains 

there are, what grade they are in, if they were appointed or voted for, and quite simply, if 

the subject feels as though they generally succeed at leadership (yes or no). 

 After I interviewed the first three athletes in person, I realized that perhaps my 

method was a bit ineffective. By putting athletes on the spot and asking them to recall 

situations of leadership and summarize people and their characteristics, I forced them to 

give me answers on the spot. After several interviews I heard back from interviewees 

who claimed that they had just now thought of a better answer to a certain question. So, 

in order to avoid this from that point on, I sent the questionnaire to the interviewees a few 

days before the interview so they could have a chance to grasp the concepts on the 

interview, think about their leaders, think of situations and even reevaluate their team 

leaders in person if they were in-season. Since I made that change there was a notable 

difference in the responses from interviewees, making the data I received from them 

more substantial, accurate and thought out. 

The purpose of using a semi-structured interview format is so I can get detailed, 

personalized responses I could dissect, as well as follow up with more questions. (Gill, 



2008, p. 1) I used the detailed answers to determine what is truly important to teammates 

when it comes to team leadership.  The objective is to determine what followers really 

respond to, so the characteristics that are mentioned by the subjects will be the 

characteristics that most impacted them. 

 

Data Collection/Analysis 

The interviews conducted for this research reveal several themes and similarities 

to the way athletes respond to their leaders and what they expect from them. However, 

there are many aspects of effective leadership that were mentioned in previous research 

that do not seem to exist or matter in the minds of most college athletes. The recurring 

themes found in this research are athletes’ expectations of kindness, athletic prowess, 

work ethic, ability to motivate and keep emotional composure in a peer leader. 

 To start, of the twelve athletes interviewed, all from different teams, each was led 

by more than one team captain. Also, in every case, whether the captains were voted for 

by players or appointed by a coach, all but one of the student-athletes interviewed felt 

that their captains deserved their position. There were also no cases of captains being 

below a junior in grade rank (75% seniors, 25% juniors). My interpretation of this 

quantitative statistic is that athletes tend not to trust a leader who does not have as 

much/more experience than they do. It is difficult to show respect to someone who has 

not “learned the ropes” and earned their position on the team, so it is very uncommon that 

someone makes captain before having a few years to prove their dedication and ability. In 

an interview with a division one lacrosse player, I asked him to briefly explain this 



phenomenon. He replied, “You can’t just step up and lead a bunch of guys who have 

been there for three or four years. You have to earn your place, and prove that you’re in it 

for the long haul.” 

 There are a few characteristics that were repeatedly referred to as important by the 

student-athletes interviewed for this research. Eight of the twelve athletes interviewed, 

including all six females, mentioned whether the leader was kind or understanding, 

saying that they were positive and encouraging, keeping “spirits” high. For four of the 

female captains, kindness was described as their greatest strength as a leader. Lack of 

kindness was also mentioned as the biggest weakness of three other captains. One 

interviewee said, “He is a hard worker, and very good, but him being a hardass all the 

time makes him hard to root for, and hard to follow for sure.” It may also be safe to 

assume that since every female interviewed mentioned kindness or trustworthiness, that 

these traits are particularly important when leading a group of female peers. A female 

soccer player said “She’s just really nice and since the coach can really get on us 

sometimes it’s good to have that.” The importance of kindness seems to be 

underrepresented in research on leadership. While most researchers focus on the 

managerial and functional aspects of leadership, they ignore a very key emotional and 

social character component of people in leadership positions. It is important for athletes 

to have someone to help keep their confidence high and help them stay comfortable. 

Since the leaders of the team are both culture and opinion leaders, their ability to regulate 

how their teammates feel with kindness, compliments and their general mood is higher 

than the other members of the team. (Goleman, 2001, p.44) This gives them a 

responsibility that is detrimental to the team dynamic when ignored. 



 

 Another reoccurring aspect of leadership from the interviews was athletic 

prowess, especially with male athletes. What is different about this characteristic though, 

is that all but 3 athletes excluded it from their list of ideal traits. In general, the athletes 

questioned did not put much emphasis on the athletic ability of their leaders. However, by 

wording my questioning in certain ways and asking interviewees to further consider the 

importance of athletic prowess, I uncovered an undeniable truth of its existence. In 

several descriptions, athletic ability was the only positive aspect listed about the leader, 

which says that while it may not be necessary for a leader to be the most skilled, high 

levels of skill have an overwhelming impact on followers to the point where they would 

respect and follow them despite a lack in any other leadership qualities. For example, 

referring to four separate leaders in my interviews, athletes described them as “the most 

skilled on the team”, and when asked whether they would still be leaders if they were less 

skilled, the athletes responded “no”. Each of the four who said so took a considerable 

pause before answering no, stating that they “hadn’t thought about that before” or “did 

not realize that (they would not be effective leaders otherwise)”. One interviewee stated, 

“I never really thought about it. He is the best player, but if he weren’t, he would just be 

an asshole.”  

It would take some further research to determine the meaning behind this 

phenomenon. Since these leaders lack any of what are unanimously considered the most 

vital leadership qualities, their reason for being elected to the captain position must be 

based entirely on their ability to perform well. Whether it is respect, fear, or simply a 

good example of how to perform on the field, these players earned a leadership position 



without exercising outstanding character traits. As I began to take note of this question 

throughout my data collection, I made sure to find ways to dig deeper into it.  In the last 

five interviews I conducted, I asked the question “in your experiences playing sports in 

high school, college and in general, have you ever had a leader who was particularly bad 

at the sport?” The answers I received were a consistent no. A baseball player told me, “I 

gotta admit there’s a couple guys who would probably be great captains, it’s just that they 

don’t want it or just aren’t respected because they don’t play (start).” A women’s soccer 

player stated, “I think (the unskilled players aren’t starters) probably because they were 

never good, they just assumed no one would vote for them.” Perhaps if I had asked this 

question to every interviewee or even hundreds more, I would be able to come to the 

conclusion that an unskilled player is never fit to lead a team of their peers.  However, 

since my research is not thorough enough, that assumption will remain an untested 

theory. It seems that despite athletes’ unwillingness to openly admit that athletic prowess 

is a vital aspect of leadership, there is still an immense and undeniable allure to having 

that ability. In an article by Jeff Janssen found on ChampionshipCoachesNetwork.com 

called “Wish Your Best Leader Was Also Your Best Athlete?” Janssen states “Inevitably, 

your best athlete already has a certain level of respect from the team because of their 

athletic skills. Their physical talent gives them an undeniable leg up on their teammates 

when it comes to leadership and provides them with an early platform from which to 

lead.” This aspect of leadership was yet another that seemed to be neglected in previous 

research done about team leadership, most likely because it is almost exclusively specific 

to sports leadership. 



 Another constant theme in describing effective leadership qualities was a leader’s 

ability to keep their composure in high-stress and emotional situations. 11 of the 32 

leaders discussed in the interviews had phrases like level-headed, collected or poised 

listed as their strongest quality as a leader. A football player stated, “Normally when 

things start going wrong, especially for a quarterback, they get all frustrated and lose their 

cool. He never does. We know that he is going to give the same effort after a sack or after 

a touchdown, which helps me know it aint over ‘til it’s over.” In situations as high-stress 

and emotional as sports, the mental state of the athlete important. There is evidence 

supporting the fact that stress levels have a direct impact on an athlete’s ability to 

perform. (Dupee, 2011, p.92) Another athlete said, “She keeps her cool, which definitely 

helps the girls do the same.”  

Particularly, athletes find the lack of this quality to be a huge issue. For example, 

two of the skilled players I mentioned before that would not have been a leader without 

their skill, were described as moody and sporadic, which was also the main reason the 

interviewee did not respect the leader’s character. “I think it’s definitely his temper,” said 

a soccer player. “He’s not all that bad but, when he does that shit it makes us all look 

bad.” Also, when asked to describe the first negative leadership experience that comes to 

mind, one interviewee described a time when a captain lost composure and argued with a 

teammate and nearly caused him to quit. He said, “I don’t remember why, it was 

something stupid, but he almost fought a kid and no one was on his (the captain’s) side. 

He almost quit, but he didn’t.” It is evident that emotional consistency is something 

players take note of, are inspired by and rely on. 



Another reoccurring characteristic in leader descriptions was the ability to 

motivate players. 7 out of 12 interviewees mentioned their appreciation for a leaders 

ability to motivate and several regarded it as the single most important factor in 

leadership. A field hockey player said, “Motivation. They need to be able to get the team 

pumped up for games and stuff.” Also, when asked about the first example of good 

leadership that comes to mind, 7 subjects mentioned a story about a team leader giving a 

motivational speech or administering some sort of motivational ritual to help bring the 

team together and inspire effort. For example, one athlete said “I’ve never been as 

inspired to play well as when leader A introduced our new pre-game pump-up ritual 

where we chant in the locker room.”  Another player said, “It’s not a specific time, but he 

is great at rallying us when we are behind in games or not doing well. He is definitely the 

guy we look to for that kind of stuff.” Going along with the conclusions Dupee came to in 

her research on stress in sports, motivation and inspiration of athletes deters teammates 

from falling into a mental slump. This is most likely why verbally and emotionally 

rallying a team in times of despair is considered such an important quality for a leader to 

have. Another tale of motivation was mentioned by a basketball player who said, “Leader 

B once, at the end of our season…  …gave this really intense speech about how we need 

to work really hard in the offseason, and I think it really got us motivated.” This story 

reminded me of the path-goal theory from Northouse’s book, which emphasized the 

importance of indentifying collective goals of the group and helping to accomplish those 

goals. (Northouse, 2004, p.137) By pointing out that each of the girls on the team wanted 

the same thing and bluntly defining what had to be done to achieve that thing, the leader 

from the previous quote practiced a highly valued functional approach to leadership. 



Setting goals has also been defined as one of the key approaches to motivating players in 

research done by Joan L. Duda. In Motivation in Sport Settings: A Goal Perspective 

Approach, Duda says that social cognitive models of motivation that emphasize the 

significance of personal goals have become increasingly popular, and are among the most 

important approaches to motivation (Duda, 1992, p. 78) The ability to motivate is clearly 

a top priority for followers on sports teams given how frequently it is mentioned in 

interviews.  

 The last notably reoccurring concept I found was the idea of work ethic. 9 of the 

12 athletes interviewed mentioned “hard working” as one of their ideal traits for a team 

leader, including all but one male. A men’s lacrosse player said, “When I see him work 

his ass off, I want to do the same. If I don’t, I feel like I’m hanging him out to dry.” Also, 

a women’s soccer player stated, “If people look up to you, you need to set the tone of 

practice (by working hard).” This tells me that a non-communicative act dependent 

neither on skill nor character has the ability to effect followers in a positive and 

functional way. By “setting the tone” of a game or practice, hard working captains can 

lead with individual physical action. This concept gives insight to the question of why 

skillful athletes can be leaders without having other positive qualities. Followers will 

increase their efficiency and effort based on their own determination to either support a 

hard working teammate or emulate a skillful one. Regardless of how an athlete trains or 

plays on a daily basis, most know what is expected of them. They are educated of what 

the right thing to do is by coaches, and recognize it when they see it done. When 

followers see someone one their team succeeding in a way they are not, they put 

themselves in perspective and become inspired to be better at what they do. 



Conclusion 

 We can learn from this research how to evaluate team leaders on sports teams, 

how to teach leadership and how to develop a criteria for selecting captains. By 

considering the five essential characteristics, which are skill/athletic prowess, work ethic, 

kindness/trustworthiness, composure/poise and the ability to motivate, coaches can 

determine if a captain is demonstrating practical leadership skills. If one captain is very 

athletically talented and hard working, but lacks in communication based skills like 

motivating, it is a good idea to appoint another captain to balance the dynamic. By 

ensuring that each of the 5 traits are present in at least one of the captains, you can ensure 

that all of the characteristics considered necessary by the athletes interviewed in this 

study are present and accessible in the leadership of the team. 

 It would also be useful to determine the weaknesses of certain captains in regards 

to these 5 vital characteristics and attempt to build upon them and teach captains to be 

better all-around leaders. For example, if an athlete is an excellent motivator before 

games but loses their composure when things go wrong, it would be beneficial to explain 

that their efforts at motivation are thwarted by his own inability to keep collected. 

 The majority of studies done on team leadership focus on the functional and 

managerial aspects of leadership. While this may be useful in determining what a leader 

should strive to accomplish and how to evaluate a leader’s efficiency, it does not help 

determine who will be fit to lead in a collegiate sport atmosphere. While presidential 

candidates can be evaluated and chosen based on their successes as leaders in the past, 

athletes between the ages of 19 and 22 may not have any experiences as a leader to show 



how efficient they could be. The five traits highlighted in this study can be used as 

indicators of potential for great leadership ability. Even if the athlete being considered 

does not have the desire to become captain, they could become a successful one 

accidentally just by staying true to the qualities that make them fit to lead. Coaches 

should look out for these qualities in athletes, making a point to recognize them, 

encourage them and teach them. 
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