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1  | INTRODUC TION

Leadership is believed to be an important contextual factor in de-
termining athletes’ psychological development, well-being, and com-
mitment (Vella et al., 2013). Therefore, research into leadership and 
its impact on athletes has become a key area of sport psychology 
literature (O’Boyle et al., 2015). This is because whether an athlete’s 

sport experience is positive or negative is largely determined by sit-
uational factors such as the characteristics of the coach and the type 
of leadership they show (Turnnidge & Côté, 2019; Vella et al., 2013). 
As such, coaches are highly influential to athletes and are able to 
promote lifelong participation in sport (Turnnidge & Côté, 2019). 
Thus, promoting good leadership in sport can address issues such 
as sport drop-out with age (Gould, 1987; Slater & Tiggemann, 2011).
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Abstract
Transformational and authentic leadership are two models of leadership, which have 
some similarities and are relevant to sport. However, these leadership models are 
also distinct and consequently may predict athlete outcomes differently. Authentic 
leadership has received little attention in sport and so research is needed to examine 
how it is unique in terms of what it adds to dominant sport leadership models. The 
purpose of this study was to investigate whether authentic leadership (a) is empiri-
cally distinct from transformational leadership and (b) adds to transformational lead-
ership by explaining unique variance in commitment and enjoyment. A total of 421 
(227 female, Mage = 20.32) team sport athletes took part in the study by completing 
a questionnaire. Authentic leadership was correlated to transformational leadership, 
suggesting transformational and authentic leadership show some convergent valid-
ity. However, Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) revealed that authentic leadership 
also shows discriminant validity to transformational leadership and has incremental 
predictive power above that of transformational leadership, in terms of predicting 
athletes’ enjoyment and commitment. Our findings enhance our understanding of 
authentic leadership in sport and clearly show that it is distinct from transformational 
leadership. They also highlight the importance of authentic leadership and how it 
adds to transformational leadership in terms of predicting athletes’ commitment and 
enjoyment.
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Recently, the view of what makes an effective coach has 
moved away from authoritarian leaders to ones who focus on 
their athletes’ development and building quality relationships 
with their athletes. This is because research has highlighted that 
supportive relationships with coaches bring positive developmen-
tal outcomes (e.g., Benson et  al.,  2006). In fact, coaching effec-
tiveness is defined as the facilitation of positive developmental 
outcomes and interpersonal relationships (Côté & Gilbert, 2009; 
Vella et al., 2013). Several models of leadership which focus on de-
veloping interpersonal relationships with their athletes have been 
proposed (e.g., authentic, transformational, & ethical leadership). 
However, it is unclear how these leadership models differ and how 
they may impact on athlete outcomes within a sporting context. 
In this paper we will examine two contemporary models of lead-
ership: transformational and authentic leadership. The latter is a 
more recently proposed form of leadership, which has received 
little attention in sport thus far but could add to dominant lead-
ership theories in terms of explaining unique variance in athlete 
outcomes.

1.1 | Authentic versus transformational leadership

Transformational leadership has been the dominant model of leader-
ship in sport over the recent decade (Stenling & Tafvelin, 2014). It is 
defined as transforming followers’ values and motivating followers 
to achieve performance outcomes beyond their normal expectations 
or limits (Bass, 1985; Kark et al., 2003). Transformational leaders are 
also believed to be charismatic and inspire followers to become lead-
ers themselves (Hoption et al., 2007). Transformational leaders are 
able to do this through showing four leader behaviors which influ-
ence their followers’ values and performance (Bass & Riggio, 2006; 
Hoption et al., 2007). These four components are referred to as the 
“four Is” and are: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intel-
lectual stimulation, and individualized consideration (Avolio, 1999; 
Bass, 1985).

Idealized influence suggests transformational leaders act as 
role models by placing their followers’ needs first, instilling pride, 
being devoted to their values, and showing high moral standards 
(Avolio, 1999; Hoption et al., 2007). Inspirational motivation refers 
to inspiring and motivating followers, by providing meaning, clear 
expectations, and demonstrating confidence in achieving goals. This 
results in athletes displaying greater self-efficacy and a shared vi-
sion (e.g., Bass, 1985; Hoption et al., 2007). Intellectual stimulation 
means listening and stimulating their followers to question assump-
tions and come up with new creative ways to solve problems, by 
providing intelligent and rational solutions (e.g., Bass, 1985; Hoption 
et  al.,  2007). Finally, individualized consideration relates to paying 
attention to their followers’ achievement needs through creating 
supportive climates, providing learning opportunities, and serving as 
mentors (Walumbwa et al., 2008).

Authentic leadership is defined as “a pattern of leader behavior 
that draws upon and promotes both positive psychological capacities 

and a positive ethical climate, to foster greater self-awareness, an 
internalized moral perspective, balanced processing of informa-
tion, and relational transparency on the part of leaders working 
with followers, fostering positive self-development” (Walumbwa 
et  al.,  2008, p. 94). Authentic leaders are believed to be genuine 
and open through acting in ways consistent with their innermost 
values, and as such they are perceived as credible leaders (Avolio 
et  al.,  2004). Authentic leadership has a specific focus on leader–
follower relationship, which makes it an appropriate model for 
sports environments as these are highly influenced by factors such 
as the relationship athletes have with their coach (O’Boyle et al., 
2015). Furthermore, Walumbwa et al.’s. (2008) definition suggests 
authentic leadership is a multidimensional construct made up of four 
components: self-awareness, relational transparency, balanced pro-
cessing, and internalized moral perspective.

Self-awareness is defined as leaders being aware of their own 
strengths, weaknesses, values, and morals, which in turn regu-
late their behaviors (Ilies et al., 2005; Neider & Schrieshem, 2011; 
Walumbwa et  al.,  2008). Relational transparency refers to being 
open and showing one’s true self to one’s followers, which results in 
trusting open relationships between the leader and their followers 
(Kernis, 2003; Walumbwa et al., 2008). Balanced processing pertains 
to objectively processing all available information, including the per-
spective of one’s followers, before coming to a decision (Walumbwa 
et  al.,  2008). Internalized moral perspective refers to having high 
moral standards; authentic leaders act in line with these values 
rather than external pressures, which results in ethical decision-
making and consequently moral behaviors (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; 
Ilies et al., 2005). These four components reflect the core compo-
nents of authentic leadership which are self-awareness and self-
regulatory processes. Whilst, promoting follower development and 
creating authentic relationships are also important components of 
authentic leadership.

1.2 | Similarities and differences between the two 
leadership models

Transformational and authentic leadership share some conceptual 
overlap, with authentic leadership often being described as a subset 
of transformational leadership (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Specifically, 
transformational leadership suggests that these leaders serve as 
role models and display moral conduct. Authentic leaders are also 
believed to be role models by showing their true self to their fol-
lowers and demonstrating moral behaviors in line with their values. 
Furthermore, both place their followers first and create supportive 
trusting relationships. This is because both transformational and 
authentic leaders are concerned with their followers’ development, 
listen to their followers’ perspectives, and build trusting relation-
ships with them. Thus, both models suggest that the leaders care 
about their followers and are centerd around the idea of developing 
leader–follower relationships. As such, it would be expected that the 
two models would show a degree of convergent validity.
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Despite the conceptual overlap between authentic leadership 
and transformational leadership, the two leadership models also 
have distinct core components. Firstly, a core component of authen-
tic leadership is the deeply rooted sense of self (i.e., self-awareness). 
Authentic leaders know where they stand on important issues and 
act in-line with their inner values despite situational factors. This 
deep sense of self is then displayed to their followers, through show-
ing internalized moral perspective and self-regulation, which results 
in enduring relationships (Ilies et al., 2005; Walumbwa et al., 2008). 
Secondly, whilst transformational and authentic leaders both con-
sider their followers’ needs; authentic leaders’ genuine nature sug-
gests they remain true to their self and thus lead with purpose. 
However, they are also willing to take into account both their follow-
ers’ perspective and core values, and therefore display high levels 
of self-regulation (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Walumbwa et al., 2008).

Thirdly, both transformational and authentic leaders are con-
cerned with their followers’ development, but in different ways. 
Specifically, transformational leaders are concerned with developing 
their followers into leaders. Whilst authentic leaders instead pro-
mote authenticity amongst followers, develop enduring relation-
ships with them, and influence them to become authentic (Gardner 
et al., 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 2003). Furthermore, the mechanisms 
through which the two models influence their followers’ develop-
ment are different. Authentic leaders influence their followers in-
directly by being transparent when faced with problems, leading by 
example and showing dedication, which influences their followers’ 
beliefs and values. By contrast, transformational leaders influence 
their followers by showing character, providing a powerful inspira-
tional vision, providing intellectually stimulating ideas, and paying at-
tention to followers’ achievement needs. Lastly, a key distinguishing 
component of authenticity is an inherent moral component (Avolio 
& Gardner, 2005; Gardner et al., 2005). Whilst original theories of 
transformational leadership suggest that transformational leaders 
show ethical role modeling, more recently it has been suggested that 
transformational leaders do not always have to act ethically, and 
can instead be manipulative, if they consider this is for the greater 
good (Bass & Steidlmeier,  1999; Walumbwa et  al.,  2008). Staying 
true to moral values, regardless of situational challenges, however, 
is a key component of authentic leadership (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; 
Walumbwa et al., 2008). In sum, these core differences suggest that 
authentic leadership is conceptually distinct to transformational 
leadership, and so it is likely to show divergent validity.

To date, only one study, Walumbwa et  al.  (2008), has exam-
ined the construct validity of authentic leadership compared with 
transformational leadership. They did this by firstly demonstrating 
its convergent validity through showing its positive correlations 
with transformational leadership. Secondly, they demonstrated its 
discriminant and predictive validity via showing the incremental 
predictive power of authentic leadership in regard to commitment 
and satisfaction. These findings suggest that authentic leadership 
is a viable construct that can explain follower outcomes beyond 
that explained by other forms of leadership. However, Walumbwa 
et al. (2008) study was conducted on a business sample and so the 

results cannot be generalized to other settings. Furthermore, in 
order to demonstrate construct validity, they suggest that the study 
needs to be recreated on a range of different contexts and consider 
variables which are important within these contexts. As such, we 
conducted a study within a sports environment and used sport-
specific variables. This is because authentic leadership is believed 
to be a relevant model of leadership in sport, but its sport-specific 
research is in its early stages of development. Therefore, there is 
the need to investigate its construct validity in terms of what it adds 
to dominant leadership theories in sport, such as transformational 
leadership, in order to determine the unique benefits of authentic 
leadership in explaining athlete outcomes.

1.3 | Predicting athlete outcomes

As authentic and transformational leadership share some concep-
tual overlap it would be expected that authentic and transforma-
tional leadership will lead to similar outcomes in athletes. However, 
because authentic leadership has different core components to 
transformational leadership, it is suggested that it could explain dif-
ferent amounts of variance in athlete outcomes. Two outcomes that 
transformational and authentic leadership may influence are enjoy-
ment and commitment. Enjoyment is defined as “a positive affective 
response to the sport experience that reflects generalized feelings 
such as pleasure, liking and fun” and can be considered an aspect 
of well-being (Scanlan et al., 1993, p. 6). Commitment is defined as 
a “psychological construct representing the desire and resolve to 
continue sport participation” (Scanlan et al., 1993, p. 6). Both com-
mitment and enjoyment are important in sport, as they can influ-
ence whether an athlete will continue sport participation (Scanlan 
et al., 1993). Currently, there has been shown to be a 35% drop in 
sports participation with age, after the age of 12 (Gould, 1987; Slater 
& Tiggemann, 2011). Therefore, research into the predictors of these 
two psychological outcomes is vital.

Research into transformational leadership suggests it is likely 
to positively influence athletes’ enjoyment and commitment via 
demonstrating individualized consideration and inspirational mo-
tivation. These components show followers that their leaders care 
for them and inspire them to show more effort during challenging 
situations (Hoption et al., 2007; Price & Weiss, 2013). Furthermore, 
through showing charisma, followers are likely to personally and 
socially identify with their leaders, which promotes higher commit-
ment and enjoyment (Kark et  al.,  2003). This was supported by a 
study conducted on female athletes, which found that transforma-
tional leadership was positively related to athletes’ soccer enjoyment 
(Price & Weiss,  2013). These findings were replicated in a second 
study which found that transformational leadership both directly 
and indirectly, via need satisfaction, predicted athletes’ well-being, 
defined as being cheerful, enthusiastic, and optimistic (Stenling & 
Tafvelin, 2014). Other studies found a significant positive relation-
ship between transformational leadership and commitment (Hallajy 
et al., 2011; Saybani et al., 2013).
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Authentic leadership may also influence followers’ enjoyment 
and commitment by creating trusting relationships and supportive 
team climates via social contagion, as a result of them showing the 
four components of authentic leadership (e.g., Ilies et  al.,  2005; 
Nelson et  al.,  2014). These trusting relationships can also indi-
rectly influence athletes’ commitment as followers identify with 
their leaders (Gardner et  al.,  2005; Walumbwa et  al.,  2008). 
Consequently, authentic leaders may make individuals feel they 
are part of the same team through athletes socially identifying 
with the team and leader (Fransen et al., 2020). Authentic leaders 
may do this through openly sharing their values with the team, 
thus promoting trust and social identification, which have been 
linked to followers’ wellbeing (Steffens et  al.,  2017). Authentic 
leaders may also heighten followers’ positive emotions through 
emotional contagion, which involves the spread of positive emo-
tions from the leader to their followers (Ilies et al., 2005). This was 
supported by a recent study that found athletes’ perceptions of 
authentic leadership were positively related to their enjoyment 
and commitment, and this relationship was mediated by trust 
(Bandura & Kavussanu, 2018).

Taken together, the research suggests that transformational and 
authentic leadership are likely to positively impact athletes’ com-
mitment and enjoyment. However, because authentic leadership 
is distinct from transformational leadership, it may have different 
value in predicting these outcomes beyond that of transformational 
leadership. Specifically, authentic leaders may promote higher com-
mitment and positive emotions because of its core components such 
as relational transparency (i.e., self-regulation), which creates clear 
and open relationships built on trust and positive emotions (Avolio 
et al., 2004; Bandura & Kavussanu, 2018). Secondly, the core compo-
nent of self-awareness suggests authentic leaders are likely to be per-
ceived as more genuine and trustworthy, which will further result in 
greater commitment and positive emotions (Walumbwa et al., 2008). 
Lastly, the inherent core moral component is also expected to create 
greater commitment (Cianci et al., 2014). Therefore, authentic leader-
ship could offer unique contributions to explaining commitment and 
enjoyment, in sport, compared with transformational leadership.

1.4 | The current investigation

In summary, transformational and authentic leadership have some 
conceptual overlap. However, authentic leadership incorporates 
different core components to transformational leadership, such 
as self-awareness, self-regulation, relational transparency, show-
ing concern for their followers’ development, developing strong 
relationships, and an inherent moral component. These core com-
ponents suggest that authentic leadership may add to transfor-
mational leadership in terms of promoting positive outcomes for 
athletes (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Walumbwa et al.  (2008) found 
evidence for this within a business setting; however, no such 
comparison has been made in sport or with sport-specific athlete 
outcomes.

We therefore plan to build on Walumbwa et al.’s. (2008) study 
by investigating the construct validity of authentic leadership 
within a sporting context. Specifically, we plan to examine how 
authentic and transformational leadership are distinct as well as 
whether authentic leadership predicts athletes’ commitment and 
enjoyment beyond that of transformational leadership. We pro-
pose the following hypotheses: (a) authentic leadership is em-
pirically distinct from transformational leadership (discriminant 
validity) (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Houchin, 2011; Walumbwa et al., 
2008); and (b) authentic leadership predicts commitment and en-
joyment when controlling for transformational leadership (pre-
dictive validity; Avolio et al., 2004; Ilies et al., 2005; Walumbwa 
et al., 2008).

2  | METHOD

2.1 | Participants

A total of 421 athletes (227, 53.9% females), representing 28 
teams, took part in the study. A power analysis indicated that for 
a small effect size, 84 participants would need to be recruited to 
reach 80% power in a model with four predictors, assuming a sig-
nificance of 0.05. Participants came from a variety of team sports 
and competed in university leagues (1st to 4th teams), which com-
peted at a regional or national level (n = 387) or adult regional level 
teams, of an amateur level (n = 34), from the West Midlands area 
of the UK. The sports included in the study are lacrosse (n = 95, 
22.6%), hockey (n = 67, 15.9%), American football (n = 73, 17.3%), 
volleyball (n = 24, 5.7%), dodgeball (n = 38, 9%), football (n = 37, 
8.8%), korfball (n = 12, 2.9%), cheerleading (n = 53, 12.6%), and 
ultimate Frisbee (n  =  22, 5.2%). The participants were aged 17 
to 44  years (Mage =20.32, SD = 2.86). The participants had 1 to 
23  years of experience in their respective sports (M  =  5.01, SD 
= 4.86), had played for their current team for 1 to over 4  years 
(M = 1.64, SD = 0.82) and had played under their current coach for 
one to over 4 years (M = 1.50, SD = 0.80). Most coaches were male 
(52.7%). At the time of data collection, all participants had played 
for their current coach for at least a year.

2.2 | Measures1

2.2.1 | Authentic leadership

Athletes completed the Authentic Leadership Questionnaire (ALQ) 
developed by Walumbwa et al. (2008) in order to capture their per-
ceptions of their leaders’ level of authentic leadership. The ALQ 
measures the four components of authentic leadership using 16 
items and four subscales. The self-awareness subscale consists of 
four items (e.g., “my coach accurately describes how others view his 

 1Asterisk symbolise *p < .05; **p < .001.
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or her capabilities” α = 0.87); balanced processing consists of three 
items (e.g., “my coach analyses relevant data before coming to a deci-
sion” α = 0.75); relational transparency is measured with five items 
(e.g., “my coach admits mistakes when they are made” α = 0.77); and 
internalized moral perspective is measured with four items (e.g., “my 
coach makes decisions based on his or her core values” α = 0.84). 
Participants rated their coach’s level of authentic leadership on a 5-
point scale with 1 corresponding to “not at all” and 5 correspond-
ing to “frequently if not always.” The Pearson correlations between 
the different subscales ranged from r = 0.67 to r = 0.79. Thus, we 
computed the average score across the four subscales for authentic 
leadership, in line with previous studies (e.g., Houchin, 2011).

2.2.2 | Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership was measured using the four three-item 
subscales of the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ) devel-
oped by Bass and Avolio (1992). The wording of the questionnaire 
was changed so that “I” became “my coach,” in order to measure ath-
letes’ perceptions of their coaches’ behaviors. The subscales include 
idealized influence (e.g., “my coach makes others feel good to be 
around them”), inspirational motivation (e.g., “my coach helps others 
find meaning in their work”), individual consideration (e.g., “my coach 
gives personal attention to others who seem rejected”), and intel-
lectual stimulation (e.g., “my coach provides others with new ways 
of looking at puzzling things”). Participants responded on a 5-point 
scale with zero corresponding to “not at all” to four corresponding 
to “frequently if not always.” The scores of this scale showed high 
reliability as shown by Cronbach alphas of 0.92, and good construct 
validity (Muenjohn & Armstrong, 2008).

2.2.3 | Commitment and enjoyment

Commitment and enjoyment were measured using two subscales from 
the Sport Commitment Model developed by Scanlan et al. (1993). 
Participants were asked to think about their experiences in their team 
and circle the appropriate number. An example item from the commit-
ment subscale is “how dedicated are you to continue playing for this 
team” (α = 0.85) and from the enjoyment scale “do you enjoy playing 
for this team” (α = 0.94). Athletes rated their levels of commitment and 
enjoyment using a five-point Likert scale with one corresponding to 
“not at all dedicated” or “not at all” and five “very dedicated” or “very 
much” for the commitment and enjoyment scales, respectively.

2.3 | Procedure

Firstly, ethical approval was obtained from the lead author’s 
University’s ethical review committee. Next, 28 coaches were con-
tacted via email or by the phone, using purposeful sampling tech-
niques. The coaches were told the purpose of the study, given a 

sample questionnaire and agreed to take part in the study. A date 
and time for data collection was arranged once the coach agreed 
for their athletes to take part in the study. Each athlete was then 
told the purpose of the study, that data would be confidential and 
used for research purposes only, that they could withdraw their data 
at any point, and that their participation was voluntary. Participants 
were encouraged to answer the questions truthfully. Data collec-
tion took place at the start of the season, over 2 months, and the 
questionnaire was given to participants at the start or end of a prac-
tice session. The questionnaire took 10–15 min to complete and the 
researcher remained present at all times to answer any questions. 
Finally, the measures were counterbalanced to avoid order effects.

2.4 | Data analysis

We conducted preliminary analysis using the Statistical Program for 
Social Sciences (SPSS) v.25 and the main analysis using AMOS. We 
first conducted preliminary analysis to look for any missing data and 
to see if the data were normally distributed, followed by a reliability 
analysis, computed descriptive statistics, and correlations. We present 
results for the overall scores of authentic and transformational leader-
ship as well as their sub-dimensions. Then, a measurement model was 
run which included the items measuring all variables in the model, to 
assess the relationships between the latent variables and the items 
that serve as each variable’s indicators (i.e., the items that make up 
the authentic leadership, transformational leadership, enjoyment, and 
commitment variables), using SEM. Next, we inspected whether trans-
formational and authentic leadership are distinct by examining if the 
average variance extracted value of authentic leadership was greater 
than the squared correlation of authentic leadership and transfor-
mational leadership (Netemeyer et al., 1990). We further tested for 
discriminant validity, using the items as indicators in a nested model, 
following the steps presented in Walumbwa et  al.  (2008). This in-
volved freely estimating the correlation between authentic leadership 
and transformational leadership in the first model (i.e., the uncon-
strained model), setting the correlation as 1.00 in the second model 
(i.e., constrained model), and examining if the χ2 value for the model 
with the unconstrained correlation is significantly lower than the χ2 
value for the model with the constrained correlation.

We further examined transformational and authentic leader-
ship, in terms of their relation to the outcome variables, by com-
paring the correlation coefficients using Lee and Preacher’s (2013) 
Z score calculator. We then employed SEM again, using a two-step 
approach. The first step involved running a nested model in order 
to account for the lack of independence in the data (i.e., as a result 
of athletes being nested within teams), which dropped the path 
from transformational leadership to enjoyment and commitment. 
The second step involved running a nested model, in which the 
path from authentic leadership to the outcome variables was fixed 
to zero. This determined whether authentic leadership positively 
predicted athletes’ enjoyment and commitment, when controlling 
for transformational leadership.
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3  | RESULTS

3.1 | Preliminary analysis

The Shapiro-Wilk test and visual inspection of the Q-Q plots, his-
tograms, and box plots showed that the data were normally distrib-
uted. Missing data were found to range from 0.1% to 0.4% of the 
individual items, thus a very small proportion of data was missing. A 
MCAR test revealed the data to be missing at random, as shown by 
supporting the null hypothesis that the data are missing completely 
at random. Therefore, we replaced missing data with the mean of 
each variable (Fox-Wasylyshyn & El-Masri, 2005; Tabachnick et al., 
2001).

3.2 | Cronbach alphas, descriptive statistics, and 
correlations

Table  1 gives the alpha coefficients, means, standard deviations, 
zero-order correlations of all the study measures and the items that 
make up each measure. All the internal consistencies for the differ-
ent scale scores were high and above the commonly accepted 0.70 
level (Mallery & George, 2003). Participants perceived their coach 
to have high levels of authentic and transformational leadership and 
also reported high levels of commitment and enjoyment. Authentic 
leadership and its sub-dimensions were strongly correlated to trans-
formational leadership and moderately correlated to enjoyment 
and commitment, whilst transformational leadership and its sub-
dimensions were weakly correlated to enjoyment and commitment.

3.3 | Contrasting authentic and 
transformational leadership

The first purpose of the study was to examine whether authen-
tic and transformational leadership were distinct from each other. 
Table  1 gives the correlations between the different components 
of authentic and transformational leadership. The four compo-
nents of authentic leadership were moderately correlated to the 
components of transformational leadership. Authentic leadership 
and transformational leadership were highly correlated. However, 
authentic leadership was also found to be distinct from transfor-
mational leadership as the average variance extracted of authentic 
leadership was 0.76, in the model that included transformational 
leadership, which was greater than the squared correlation of 0.40 
(Netemeyer et al., 1990; Walumbwa et al., 2008). We then further 
established discriminant validity by following the steps outlined in 
Walumbwa et al.  (2008), which suggests that authentic and trans-
formational leadership will demonstrate discriminant validity if the 
χ2 value in the model with the unconstrained correlation between 
authentic and transformational leadership is significantly lower than 
the model with the constrained correlation between the two vari-
ables. The results demonstrated that the χ2 value for the model with 

the unconstrained correlation (χ2(349) = 1,305.16) was significantly 
lower than the model with the constrained correlation (χ2(350) = 
1,416.80; Δχ2 = 111.64, p < .001), thus further enhancing our con-
fidence in the discriminant validity between authentic and transfor-
mational leadership.

We then used Lee and Preacher’s. (2013) Z score calculator to 
see how the different leadership models related to the outcome 
variables, by comparing the correlation coefficients of the lead-
ership models, presented in Table  1, and the outcome variables. 
This assesses the equality of two correlation coefficients with two 
correlations (i.e., the correlations between authentic leadership or 
transformational leadership and the outcome variables), from the 
same sample and sharing a common variable (the correlation be-
tween transformational and authentic leadership), in order to obtain 
a z score, via the Fisher’s r-z transformation. The z score results are 
compared in a one-tailed and two-tailed fashion against the units 
normal distribution. The z score for authentic leadership compared 
against transformational leadership with regards to enjoyment was 
5.42 (1-tailed p ≤ .001, 2-tailed p ≤ .001) and commitment 2.67 
(1-tailed p ≤ .001, 2-tailed p ≤ .001).

3.4 | Authentic leadership predicting 
athlete outcomes

From the zero-order correlations between authentic leadership and 
the outcome variables there is good initial evidence of predictive 
power. We first examined a measurement model with all the varia-
bles included in the study (i.e., authentic leadership, transformational 
leadership, enjoyment, and commitment) to assess the relationship 
between the latent variables and their indicators (i.e., the manifest 
items). We used a combination of fit indices to determine the degree 
of model fit for this measurement model, including the Chi-Square 
(χ2), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Root Mean Square Error of 
Approximation (RMSEA). A χ2 with a probability value of below 0.05, 
a CFI value close to 0.90, and RMSEA less than 0.08 are suggested to 
indicate good fit (Hooper et al., 2008). The measurement model had 
good fit (χ2 = 1653.01, df = 588, CFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.07). In order 
to determine whether authentic leadership adds to transformational 
leadership, in terms of predicting follower outcomes, we examined 
whether authentic leadership was positively related to followers’ 
enjoyment and commitment, when controlling for transformational 
leadership. This was also done using SEM and observed variables. 
Authentic leadership predicted enjoyment (β = 0.29, p < .001) and 
commitment (β = 0.36, p < .001) when controlling for transforma-
tional leadership, as can be seen in Figure 1.

To determine the incremental predictive power of authentic 
leadership above and beyond that of transformational leadership, 
two nested models were run for each model. In the first nested 
model, the path from transformational leadership to enjoyment 
and commitment was fixed to zero, and in the second nested model 
the path from authentic leadership to these variables was fixed to 
zero. In the first sub model, dropping the path from transformational 
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leadership to enjoyment (Δχ2 = 3.81, ns; Δdf = 1) and commitment 
(Δχ2  =  0.77, ns; Δdf = 1) did not significantly degrade model fit, 
whereas dropping the path from authentic leadership to enjoyment 
(Δχ2 = 26.11, p < .001; Δdf = 1) and commitment (Δχ2 = 27.86, p < 
.001; Δdf = 1) did significantly degrade model fit. These results show 
that authentic leadership has incremental predictive power above 
that of transformational leadership in terms of predicting athletes’ 
enjoyment and commitment.

4  | DISCUSSION

Over the past decade, an abundance of sport psychology studies 
have been conducted on numerous leadership approaches (Vella 
et  al., 2013). To date, the majority of this literature has focused on 
transformational leadership theory, with very few studies having been 
conducted on authentic leadership. Therefore, we do not know what 
this approach to leadership adds to the dominant sport leadership 
theory, in terms of predicting athlete-related outcomes. Authentic 
leadership is often described as a subset of transformational lead-
ership, meaning the two types of leadership show some conceptual 
overlap (e.g., Walumbwa et al., 2008). However, the two models also 
have several distinct components, thus the need to ascertain whether 
there is merit in investigating what authentic leadership adds to domi-
nant leadership theories in sport. The present study sought to fill this 
gap in the literature by extending Walumbwa et al.’s. (2008) study to 
a sporting setting and with sport-specific outcomes. We sought to 
demonstrate authentic leaderships construct validity by investigat-
ing whether authentic leadership is conceptually similar to or distinct 
from transformational leadership and if it predicts athletes’ commit-
ment and enjoyment above and beyond transformational leadership.

4.1 | Authentic leadership versus 
transformational leadership

The first purpose of the study was to investigate whether authentic 
leadership is distinct from transformational leadership. As expected 

the results demonstrated that authentic leadership is correlated 
to transformational leadership, but not so highly correlated that it 
would indicate the different leadership scales are measuring the 
same construct (McCornack,  1956). The findings of the current 
study are in line with existing literature in organizational settings 
(e.g., Walumbwa et al., 2008) who reported similar correlations, but 
also extend the findings to sport literature. These results suggest 
that although the two leadership models share some conceptual 
overlap, they are distinct from each other and are therefore separate 
models of leadership in sport.

As expected, we also found authentic leadership to be distinct 
from transformational leadership, by demonstrating evidence for 
the divergent validity of authentic leadership. This is in line with 
Walumbwa et  al.  (2008) study; however, they reported a slightly 
lower average variance extracted value than that found in the cur-
rent study. The slight difference in the values could be because we 
examined enjoyment, via the enjoyment scale developed by Scanlan 
et al. (1993), which measures enjoyment toward the team. Whereas 
Walumbwa et al.  (2008) measured satisfaction toward they super-
visor using a scale developed by Smith (1969). Despite this slight 
difference, both the values from this study and Walumbwa et al. 
(2008) nonetheless suggest the two models are empirically distinct, 
meaning that authentic leadership has a different focus to transfor-
mational leadership and vice versa. Therefore, the results suggest 
there is merit in investigating both models of leadership separately, 
within a sport context.

The second purpose of the study was to examine if authentic 
leadership had predictive power over transformational leadership in 
terms of athlete outcomes. We hypothesized that authentic leader-
ship would predict athlete outcomes, whilst controlling for transfor-
mational leadership. The results supported this hypothesis by firstly 
showing that authentic leadership predicted participants’ enjoyment 
and commitment when controlling for transformational leadership. 
The effect size from authentic leadership to enjoyment when con-
trolling for transformational leadership (0.29**)1 was greater than 
the effect size between transformational leadership and enjoyment 
(0.19*), when controlling for authentic leadership. Furthermore, 
the effect size from authentic leadership to commitment (0.36**) 
was larger than the effect size from transformational leadership 
to commitment (0.08), which was not significant. Whilst the effect 
sizes were small, the results provided important initial evidence for 
the strength of authentic leadership in terms of being a better pre-
dictor of these athlete outcomes compared with transformational 
leadership.

Secondly, using a nested model, we found that dropping the path 
from transformational leadership to commitment and enjoyment sig-
nificantly degraded the model fit. These findings were in line with 
Walumbwa et al.  (2008) study and provide evidence for the unique 
variance that authentic leadership provides in explaining athlete out-
comes. However, our findings showed a smaller degradation in model 
fit than in Walumbwa et  al.’s. (2008) study. This could be because 
Walumbwa et  al.  (2008) measured organizational commitment and 
so the results cannot be directly compared. However, the scales do 

F I G U R E  1   Authentic and transformational leadership predicting 
enjoyment and commitment. This figure illustrates the SEM results 
of authentic and transformational leadership predicting enjoyment 
and commitment, when controlling for either transformational 
or authentic leadership respectively. Values are standardized 
coefficients. *p < .05; **p < .001

Authentic 
leadership

Enjoyment

CommitmentTransformational 
leadership

.29**

.36**

.19*

.08
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contain similar items about dedication, quitting, and effort to stay with 
the team/organization. Therefore, the outcomes of the two studies 
are similar enough to extend the findings of Walumbwa et al. (2008) 
into a different context of sport with sport-specific variables.

The incremental validity that authentic leadership demonstrated 
in predicting athlete outcomes suggests that authentic leadership is 
a viable model of leadership in sport and adds to transformational 
leadership. Thus, authentic leadership is capable of predicting im-
portant athlete outcomes above and beyond that of previous lead-
ership models. This predictive power of authentic leadership over 
transformational leadership in regard to follower commitment and 
enjoyment supports theories such as those proposed by Walumbwa 
et  al.  (2008). They suggested that authentic leaders show higher 
self-awareness, self-regulation, relational transparency, and inter-
nalized moral perspective, which increase followers’ commitment 
and positive emotions, as the authentic leaders are seen to demon-
strate greater integrity and trustworthiness. Gardner et  al.  (2005) 
further suggested that authentic leaders are capable of influencing 
followers’ well-being through creating trusting relationships with 
their followers. Furthermore, Ilies et  al.  (2005) suggested that au-
thentic leaders spread positive emotions to their followers through 
processes such as emotional contagion and creating supportive 
team climates. The relationship between authentic leadership and 
athletes’ commitment and enjoyment when controlling for transfor-
mational leadership was also in-line with research from Bandura and 
Kavussanu (2018), who found that authentic leadership was posi-
tively correlated with athletes’ enjoyment and commitment.

Taken together, our results and the supporting literature suggest 
that authentic leadership shows construct validity in a sport con-
text, with sport-specific variables. Furthermore, the results suggest 
that the additional components that authentic leadership offers 
can result in unique contributions to explaining positive outcomes 
in followers, beyond that explained by other leadership theories. 
Thus, authentic leadership adds to transformational leadership. 
This is important because it shows that authentic leadership is le-
gitimately found in sport contexts and is a unique model of leader-
ship. Furthermore, it shows that it may explain positive outcomes 
in athletes, such as greater commitment and enjoyment, compared 
with transformational leadership. This is likely due to the different 
focus authentic leadership places on its core components such as 
self-awareness, an inherent moral component, and self-regulatory 
processes, which result in trusting relationships being developed 
between the leaders and their athletes. Therefore, authentic leader-
ship is an appropriate model of leadership in sport and there is value 
in prompting coaches to show more authentic behaviors, rather than 
previous dominant leadership models, in order to promote happier 
and more committed athletes.

4.2 | Practical implications

Our study extends the current literature by highlighting the impor-
tance of authentic leadership through demonstrating how authentic 

leadership is different from transformational leadership and what it 
adds to transformational leadership in terms of predicting athlete 
outcomes, to enhance our understanding of leadership in sport. The 
results of this study suggest that coaches should be encouraged to 
display the four dimensions of authentic leadership in their coach-
ing practice, which were shown to be distinct to transformational 
leadership model, in order to promote greater commitment and 
well-being of athletes. This is vital given the drop-in sports partici-
pation after the age of 12 (Gould, 1987; Slater & Tiggemann, 2011). 
Therefore, by promoting authentic leadership to increase athletes’ 
enjoyment and commitment, there is the potential to increase ath-
letes’ dedication to sport participation beyond adolescence.

4.3 | Limitations and future research directions

Despite some interesting findings, this study is not without limita-
tions. First, the cross-sectional nature of the study does not allow 
a cause and effect relationship to be established. Furthermore, the 
long-term effects of authentic leadership are not known. Authentic 
leadership is believed to develop and change over time, which could 
not be captured by this study (Avolio et  al.,  2004). Secondly, this 
study focuses only on athlete-level variables; however, previous re-
search has provided evidence for the link between both authentic 
and transformational leadership and team-level variables, such as 
team climate (e.g., Callow et al., 2009; Nelson et al., 2014). Finally, 
this study only included a sample of adult teams, at either a univer-
sity or amateur regional level, and thus the impact of authentic lead-
ership on different competition levels or youth teams is not known.

Future research should thus firstly use a longitudinal design in 
order to examine how the variables and relationships develop over 
time. Secondly, future research should make a comparison be-
tween authentic and transformational leadership in terms of their 
predictive power on team-level variables. Thirdly, future research 
should include a sample of amateur and professional teams, as well 
as youth teams, to examine the influence of authentic leadership 
amongst teams of various competitiveness levels and age groups. 
Furthermore, authentic leadership is believed to influence team 
identification, and this in turn may impact on athletes’ commitment 
and enjoyment (Gardner et  al.,  2005). In this way, authentic lead-
ership relates to the social identity approach to leadership which 
promotes team identity through creating a meaningful sense of “us” 
(Reicher & Haslam, 2011). Therefore, future research should make a 
comparison between authentic leadership and identity leadership, 
as well as examine how authentic leadership may predict team iden-
tification, and how this in turn may impact athletes’ enjoyment and 
commitment. Finally, future research should also look at developing 
an intervention to teach coaches how to display the four dimensions 
of authentic leadership. Based on the findings of this study, and pre-
vious studies of authentic leadership in sport, such a coaching plan 
may help to promote positive outcomes in athletes and lead to more 
supportive sports environments (e.g., Avolio et al., 2004; Bandura & 
Kavussanu, 2018; Walumbwa et al., 2008).
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5  | CONCLUSION

Our findings extend the current literature by identifying that au-
thentic leadership, in coaches within a sport setting, is distinct 
from transformational leadership and has predictive power in 
terms of athletes’ commitment and enjoyment when controlling 
for transformational leadership. Thus, evidence was found for 
the construct validity of authentic leadership in a sport setting. 
The study makes a significant contribution to the sport leadership 
literature by showing that authentic leadership is a viable model 
of leadership in sport and has demonstrated that when coaches 
show authentic leadership in the context of sport it can predict 
important positive athlete outcomes, whilst controlling for trans-
formational leadership. Therefore, coaches should be encouraged 
to display authentic leadership behaviors within their coaching 
practices, which would be expected to result in happier and more 
dedicated athletes.
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