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Abstract 26 
 27 

This study examined the perceptions of key stakeholders of a high school athlete 28 

leadership development training programme. Participants included 36 athletes (males = 29 

23, females = 13) from two team sports (rugby n = 11 and volleyball n = 6) and two 30 

individual sports (bowling n = 8 and table tennis n = 11), as well as four coaches 31 

representing each of these sports and four teachers. Individual interviews were 32 

conducted for coaches, teachers, and athlete leaders, while athletes took part in focus 33 

group interviews. Inductive thematic analysis was used to analysze all data sets. Results 34 

showed that the athlete leadership programme developed qualities such as 35 

responsibility, role modelling, motivation, communication, perseverance, and team 36 

unity that would help athlete leaders perform their roles and responsibilities. The results 37 

also highlighted some limitations including earlier involvement from key stakeholders, 38 

tailored training for athlete leaders, and a more effective transfer of learning.  39 
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Stakeholders’ Perceptions and Recommendations of a High School Leadership 52 

Development Programme for Athletes in Singapore 53 

Many people believe that participation in organized sport enhances the personal 54 

development of youth, including but not limited to leadership, communication, and 55 

team spirit (Falcão, Bloom, & Bennie, 2017; Gould, Carson, Fifer, Lauer, & Benham, 56 

2009). Despite these assertions, participation in sport alone does not automatically 57 

develop a youth’s leadership qualities. For example, Voelker, Gould, and Crawford 58 

(2011) found that high school team captains felt unprepared for their leadership role, 59 

partly because they were not trained on the roles and responsibilities of being a team 60 

leader. Similarly, Voight (2012) noted that most of the leadership training programmes 61 

for team captains at the collegiate level lacked clear instructions and guidance, leading 62 

to the programme’s ineffectiveness. Gould and colleagues (2006) found that poor 63 

leadership was the sixth most frequently cited problem among adolescent athletes. 64 

Despite the increasing trend of youth sport involvement (Brustad, Babkes, & Smith, 65 

2001; Koh & Wang, 2015), as well as research suggesting a need for leadership 66 

development in young people (Gould & Voelker, 2010; van Linden & Fertman, 1998), 67 

little progress has been made to teach young people how to lead. Consequently, Gould, 68 

Voelker, and Griffes (2013) suggested that sport leadership could be enhanced by 69 

teaching youth sport team captains the necessary skills to be effective leaders within 70 

their teams.  71 

  As far as athlete leadership development research is concerned, research has 72 

typically focused on adolescent and intercollegiate athletes. For example, Gould and 73 

Voelker (2010) utilizsed a leadership training programme with the goal of teaching 74 

current and future high school captains how to be effective leaders using a one-day 75 

workshop. Similarly, Blanton, Sturges, and Gould (2014) described a two-year high 76 
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school leadership development programme that aimed to empower the student-athletes’ 77 

own leadership style culminating in these student-athletes delivering a “service 78 

learning” leadership training programme to younger elementary school students. In 79 

intercollegiate sport, Voight (2012) delivered a leadership programme targeting team 80 

captains with two NCAA Division I volleyball teams (male and female), which 81 

consisted of 15 areas of leadership development (e.g., leadership roles and 82 

responsibilities, problem solving, communication skills). At the end of the season, team 83 

captains were interviewed and the results indicated that they perceived to have 84 

benefitted from the leadership programme. Specifically, team captains reported that the 85 

programme helped them improve as leaders in relation to team goals, team cohesion, 86 

individual play, motivating self and others, and receiving feedback from teammates. 87 

Similarly, Duguay, Loughead, and Munroe-Chandler (2016) conducted a leadership 88 

training programme with two intercollegiate women’s basketball and volleyball teams. 89 

The teams participated in four workshops throughout the season that focused on 90 

developing leadership behaviours, team cohesion, team communication, athlete’s 91 

satisfaction, and peer-motivational climate. The results from pre- to post-intervention 92 

indicated increases in leadership behaviours, higher levels of satisfaction, and enhanced 93 

peer-motivational climate.  94 

While the findings from these athlete leadership development programmes were 95 

generally positive in relation to developing leadership, it would be useful to highlight a 96 

few of the limitations. First, the feedback on the leadership programme was primarily 97 

from the athletes (teammates and athlete leaders), and not the coaches or teachers. As 98 

coaches and teachers play a critical role in athletes’ developmental process (Brustad et 99 

al., 2001; Côté & Gilbert, 2009; Wilson, Bloom, & Harvey, 2010), it is important to 100 

include the feedback from these key stakeholders. Second, two studies (i.e., Duguay et 101 
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al., 2016; Voight, 2012) sampled participants from team sport athletes (i.e., volleyball 102 

and basketball), which limit the possible differences that may occur from coactive sport 103 

teams (Cormier, Bloom, & Harvey, 2015). Lastly, the studies and professional practice 104 

articles (i.e., Blanton et al., 2014; Gould & Voelker, 2010) were conducted within the 105 

North American context. It is worthy to examine athlete leadership within an Asian 106 

context since it has been shown that there are differences in leadership across cultures 107 

(Chelladurai, Imamura, Yamaguchi, Oinuma, & Miyauchi, 1988; Koh, Camiré, Bloom, 108 

& Wang, 2017; Koh, Ong, & Camiré, 2016; Koh & Wang, 2015). For example, 109 

Chelladurai and colleagues (1988) reported that Japanese athletes preferred more 110 

autocratic leadership behaviour and social support while Canadian athletes preferred 111 

significantly more training and instruction. Further, the Canadian athletes expressed 112 

significantly more satisfaction with both leadership and personal outcomes than the 113 

Japanese athletes.   114 

In Singapore, there is an increased number of youth taking part in organized 115 

school sport. For example, there are currently 55,000 student-athletes who competed in 116 

29 sports in the National Sports Games as compared to the 35,000 who participated 117 

about a decade ago (Koh, Foo, Sakamoto, & Low, 2014). The Ministry of Education 118 

(MOE) of Singapore sponsored a number of youth sport leadership programmes 119 

encouraging athletes to take on a more prominent leadership role within their sport team 120 

to become better citizens who will be able to contribute to the community after their 121 

schooling had concluded (Koh et al., 2017). This initiative is aligned with Singapore’s 122 

Vision 2030 which promotes holistic development of individuals for future life 123 

challenges (Sport Singapore, 2018). However, the answer to the question whether they 124 

have achieved the intended leadership development outcomes, has not yet been 125 

sufficiently explored. Therefore, it is important to gather empirical findings from key 126 
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stakeholders who participated in the high school youth sport leadership development 127 

programme.  128 

The present qualitative research study employed a case study approach as a way 129 

to develop a deep understanding of the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-130 

life events, persons, or contexts (Yin, 2009). Moreover, semi-structured open-ended 131 

interviews fit within a case study methodology, since open-ended questioning helps 132 

researchers get a better understanding of the participants’ actual life setting and 133 

experiences (Creswell, 2013). We also adopted a novel approach to assessing the 134 

leadership programme by utiliszing general system theory (von Bertalanffy, 1968). This 135 

macro paradigm, when applied to social systems (e.g., groups of people), is the 136 

examination of relationships within a network. Consequently, when adopting this 137 

approach, it involves collecting feedback about a person's (i.e., athlete leader) 138 

behaviours and actions from several sources (e.g., coaches, teachers, teammates), which 139 

represents viewpoints from key stakeholders (Kast & Rosenzweig, 1972).This approach 140 

is different in comparison to the evaluation of other athlete leadership develop 141 

programmes (e.g., Duguay et al., 2016; Gould & Voelker, 2010) where data were 142 

gathered from only one viewpoint (i.e., the athlete leaders). The current study sought to 143 

answer two key research questions: (1) Do teachers, coaches, athlete leaders, and 144 

athletes believe that the current high school athlete leadership development programme 145 

is effective in preparing athlete leaders to perform their roles adequately? (2) Are there 146 

additional areas of training needed in order to enable athlete leaders to perform their 147 

role more effectively? This study adopteds the lens offered by the critical realist 148 

epistemology (Sparkes & Smith, 2014) as its key philosophical orientation. The findings 149 

might beare useful for policy makers and school administrators to enhance their 150 

leadership development programmes.  151 
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Methods 152 

The Context 153 

In Singapore, high school students (aged 13-17) are given opportunities to 154 

develop their leadership skills through structured programmes funded by the 155 

government’s MOE. The programme selected for the current study targets athlete 156 

leaders aged 15 years old with the purpose of preparing them to take on a more 157 

prominent leadership role within their sport team upon completion of the programme, 158 

and become productive citizens who make positive long-term contributions to 159 

Singapore’s society (Koh et al., 2017).  160 

The duration of the leadership development programme is three full days with 161 

athlete leaders staying in a dormitory school compound or at an adventure campsite 162 

organized by the MOE. The content of the leadership programme includes developing 163 

skills such as communication, time management, team building, and confidence (MOE, 164 

2015). Athlete leaders who are involved in the programme are leaders from co-165 

curricular activities (CCAs) which are mandatory after-school programmes (e.g., rugby, 166 

table tennis). The delivery of the programme is carried out by trained facilitators who 167 

are hired by both the school and MOE (see Table 1). Upon completion of the 168 

programme, the trained athlete leaders (AL) are expected to apply what they have 169 

learned to their sport and team. However, there is no appropriate follow-up to determine 170 

the extent to which the AL has benefited from the leadership development programme, 171 

and how they have applied the skills learned in their CCAs.  172 

Participants 173 

Purposeful sampling (Patton, 2015) was used to select a variety of key 174 

stakeholders that included athletes from team and individual sports, athlete leaders, 175 

coaches, and teachers to gain insights towards the athlete leadership development 176 
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programme. The inclusion criteria used in this study were: (a) teachers, coaches, athlete 177 

leaders and athletes must have been with their current team for at least one year; (b) 178 

schools that were chosen purposefully included students from diverse social economic 179 

backgrounds, and (c) participants included athletes who competed in either an 180 

individual or team sport. These inclusion criteria were used to ensure that the samples 181 

selected can provide the most accurate account of their experience in leadership 182 

development and help address the present study’s research questions (Sparkes & Smith, 183 

2014). Following institutional ethics approval, permissions were sought from the MOE 184 

to collect data from schools. Heads of Department from schools were contacted via 185 

email and telephone calls informing them about the objectives of the study. Ten schools 186 

were contacted with eight agreeing to participate in the study. Upon approval from their 187 

principals, head coaches and teachers of the schools were provided with a description of 188 

the study. Those who agreed to participate identified a time and location for an 189 

interview to take place.  190 

A total of thirty-six athletes (23 males and 13 females) from four different 191 

schools participated in the study. Parental consent was also sought prior to data 192 

collection. The athletes’ ages ranged from 13 to 16 years old and they participated in the 193 

team sports of rugby (n = 11) and volleyball (n = 6), and individual sports of bowling (n 194 

= 8) and table tennis (n = 11). Four students who were appointed to hold formal 195 

leadership positions, such as team captains, took part in individual interviews while 196 

those not holding formal leadership roles took part in focus group interviews. Teachers 197 

and coaches were informed about the commitment of the study, and the freedom to 198 

withdraw from the study without any penalty. Their confidentiality and anonymity were 199 

also assured. Four coaches (aged 46 to 50 years) who represented each sport, as well as 200 

four teachers in the school (aged 34 to 41 years) agreed to participate in the study.  201 
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Both stakeholders were interviewed due to their unique roles in the Singapore 202 

education system. The teachers are employed full-time in school for academic subjects, 203 

whereas sport coaches are considered external instructors who are paid an hourly wage. 204 

Besides teaching academic subjects, teachers are required to facilitate at least one after-205 

school activity, which can include sports and games (e.g., basketball, soccer), clubs and 206 

societies (e.g., computer club, science club), performing arts (e.g., dance, speech and 207 

drama), or uniformed groups (e.g., scout, national police cadets corps). They are not 208 

directly involved in training the students, but provide support in tasks such as discipline, 209 

communicating with parents, and administrative matters. Unlike the teachers, the coach 210 

does not see the students during the school day.  211 

Data Collection  212 

Semi-structured interviews, a common method of inquiry in qualitative research, 213 

were used to gather in-depth information from each coach, teacher, and athlete leader 214 

(Sparkes & Smith, 2014). Utiliszing in-depth interviews enables researchers to gather 215 

deeper information and knowledge of a complex phenomenon while letting the 216 

interviewee openly discuss their experiences and elaborate on any ideas they considered 217 

important (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Participants were informed that there were no right 218 

or wrong answers and they could respond to the interview questions freely. Participants 219 

were asked to recount the leadership development programmes which they had attended 220 

one to two months ago. Individual interviews1 were conducted for athlete leaders, 221 

teachers, and coaches. A total of twelve interviews were conducted and audio recorded. 222 

Each session lasted between 45 to 75 minutes.  223 

Four focus group interviews were conducted from a total of 36 athletes in the 224 

present study. This method has been commonly used in the social sciences to gather 225 

                                                            
1 Interview guide can be obtained  upon request from the first author.  
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group members’ perceptions of an intervention (e.g., Kipping, Jago, & Lawlor, 2011). 226 

Group interviews are different from individual interviews because a moderator poses 227 

questions to all group members, who can then agree, disagree, or offer additional 228 

explanations based on the other participants’ comments (Braun & Clarke, 2013). This 229 

arrangement facilitated a more effective way to illicit responses from athletes as they 230 

may have common experiences, and would likely feel more comfortable discussing 231 

them as a group (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Following the suggestions of Krueger and 232 

Casey (2000), the size of the group was kept to a maximum of 10 members per session. 233 

Athletes of the same sport were grouped together. The duration for each session 234 

averaged 45 minutes. All interviews were conducted by the first author who took 235 

qualitative research methods offered by the university, and received guidance and 236 

training from other members of the team who had considerable experience conducting 237 

qualitative interviews.  238 

Three unique interview guides were developed based on prior research in the 239 

same topic (e.g., Gould et al., 2013). A pilot test was conducted to ensure that the 240 

interviewer was familiar with the interview technique and verify the accuracy of the 241 

interview guide that was administered to the teachers/coaches, athlete leaders, and 242 

athletes respectively. While the content of the questions varied for these three different 243 

groups of participants, the key interview questions across the groups aimed to elicit 244 

participants’ perceptions of effective athlete leaders, their functional roles, and how they 245 

have been developed to discharge their duties. The individual interview with 246 

teachers/coaches aimed to elicit responses on their perceptions of the current sport team 247 

(e.g., What do you particularly like about this team?), challenges faced (e.g., What are 248 

the challenges you have encountered with the team?), their perception  of the  athlete 249 

leadership development programme (e.g., In your opinion, do you think the  athlete 250 
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leadership programme prepared the students in fulfilling their leadership responsibilities 251 

adequately?), and development programme for athlete leader (e.g., What have you (or 252 

the school) done to help the athlete leader be an effective leader?). Key questions for 253 

athletes’ focus group interviews included their motivation for joining their current team 254 

(e.g., What made you join this team?), challenges faced (e.g., What 255 

challenges/difficulties did you encounter being with the team?), perception of athlete 256 

leader’s performance (e.g., How do you rate your athlete leaders’ performance so far?), 257 

and development programme for their athlete leaders (e.g., Do you know if your team 258 

captain attends any training programmes for leadership development?). Questions for 259 

athlete leaders focused on selection process (e.g., How were you selected to be the 260 

leader?), their roles (Describe your roles and responsibilities?), challenges faced and 261 

how they overcome them (e.g., What challenges did you encounter as a leader? How did 262 

you overcome those challenges?), as well as their perception of the training programme 263 

they received to be an effective athlete leader (e.g., What sort of training have you 264 

received as a leader? Was the training effective in preparing you to deliver your duties 265 

adequately?).  266 

Data Analysis 267 

  Upon completion of each interview (individual or focus group), all information 268 

was transcribed verbatim before being analyszed. Minor changes were made such as 269 

removing names to maintain confidentiality, and adding relevant information to clarify 270 

ambiguous information. Data for each of the four groups were analyszed separately. 271 

Braun and Clarke’s (2013) six-phase thematic analysis procedure was employed as it 272 

allowed the researcher to identify complex and nuanced information regarding a 273 

participants’ experience with a phenomenon. The stages include: (1) Immersion – by 274 

reading the transcripts repeatedly, the first author became familiar with the data; (2) 275 
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Generate initial codes – the entire data set were coded in an orderly manner, which 276 

serves as a more systematic and thorough attempt to establish patterns; (3) Search and 277 

identify themes – based on a more interpretative analysis of the data, different codes 278 

were clustered and grouped into sub-themes, that were then synthesized into (higher-279 

order) themes; (4) Review the codes – the themes were checked again to determine if 280 

they formed a coherent pattern and that the themes represented the data correctly; (5) 281 

Define and name themes – the first author identified the focus of each theme and 282 

determined what each theme represented to build a more interpretative and detailed 283 

narrative of the data; (6) Finally, the sixth phase is writing up the themes within the 284 

narrative and using meaningfully chosen quotes to provide context to the researcher’s 285 

interpretation of the data. The analysis revealed two common themes emerging from all 286 

four sets of groups. Table 2 presents an overview of the themes, sub-themes, and codes. 287 

The second author thoroughly reviewed the coding structure to examine whether 288 

themes, subthemes, and codes were linked to each other in a meaningful and logical 289 

way to address the research questions.  290 

Trustworthiness 291 

Precautions were taken to ensure the, credibility and validity of the data analysis 292 

as well as ensure quality control (Smith & McGannon, 2018). Credibility was achieved 293 

by having the second author conduct a debriefing session at the end of each interview. 294 

This was done by summarizsing the points that were discussed during the interviews 295 

and allowing participants to add or correct any information presented to them on the 296 

same day for verification and further discussion. Researchers advocate this because it 297 

creates more robust and intellectually-enriched accounts of the research matter, 298 

facilitates deeper reflections between the interviewer and the participants on what was 299 

discussed and considers both complementary and contradictory perspectives from both 300 
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parties (Braun & Clarke 2013). To ensure validity of the analysis results, the reflections 301 

of a critical friend (an independent researcher who had five years of experience in 302 

qualitative data analysis), reviewed 30% of the coded transcripts, as recommended by 303 

Braun and Clarke (2013). He provided critical feedback regarding interpreting, grouping 304 

and labelling of codes, sub-themes, and themes to ensure that codes and themes 305 

represent the data. This procedure challenges researchers to consider alternative 306 

interpretations, ensuring that codes and themes represent the data, and coding is not 307 

‘forced’ or biased (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). This resulted in minor changes to the 308 

grouping of subthemes and rephrasing of labels to accurately reflect underlying codes.  309 

Results  310 

The results are grouped according to the research questions: (a) extent that 311 

teachers, coaches, athlete leaders, and athletes believed that the current leadership 312 

development programme allowed the athlete leaders to perform their roles effectively, 313 

and (b) areas of refinement that are needed to enable the athlete leaders to perform their 314 

role more effectively. Notations were used to indicate responses from respective 315 

participants. This was done to maintain participants’ anonymity. The notation “AL” 316 

means Athlete Leader, “A” means Athlete, “C” means Coach and “T” means Teacher.  317 

All participants perceived that the leadership development programme helped 318 

the athlete leaders develop many important leadership qualities. The attributes 319 

highlighted were responsibility, role modelling, effective communicator, effective 320 

motivator, perseverance, and ability to promote team unity.  321 

Responsibility   322 

Acting responsibly was the most important leadership quality highlighted by all 323 

the participants. They reported evidence of the athlete leaders demonstrating such 324 

behaviour upon completion of the programme. All athlete leaders reported that they 325 
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were able to complete tasks assigned and followed instructions given by teachers and 326 

coaches. For example T2 shared: “The captain is very responsible and she did what she 327 

was tasked to do. She is the ‘follow-the-rules’ kind of captain.” T3 was pleased with his 328 

athlete leader’s performance after the programme. He provided another similar example 329 

highlighting the responsiveness of his athlete leader in delivering various tasks assigned 330 

to him successfully:  331 

My athlete leader has done quite well after the leadership development 332 

programme. Although there were not many tasks for him to do, those that I 333 

asked him [to do], like keeping the tables clean, helping to pick up the balls and 334 

sometimes, helping to supervise the training. He did them all very well. 335 

Coaches commented that their athlete leaders were very responsible and often  336 

completed tasks assigned to them without delay. C4 explained how he believed his 337 

athlete leader was responsible when dealing with others: 338 

She made sure that her athletes turned up for training and competition early and 339 

were well prepared. She led the warm up without me telling her to do so...all I 340 

need to do is to tell her to lead the warm up and she will be able to do so without 341 

any problems. She can discharge the duties given to her very well. 342 

All athlete leaders shared how they acquired key leadership qualities such as 343 

being responsible, and were given opportunities to demonstrate it to the team. AL1 344 

specifically pointed out: 345 

I learned to be responsible from the leadership programme...It is not only 346 

individuals but also the whole team that is important. Whatever decision I make, 347 

I should think about others and the team first. I learned to be more responsible 348 

for my own actions. 349 
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AL4 also illustrated how he carried out his duties and responsibilities effectively after 350 

the programme: 351 

I learned to take on more responsibility as a leader... I must make sure that all 352 

the players arrive on time for training, pumped up the balls, and got ready on 353 

court before training...When the coach or teacher asked me to lead the team for 354 

training; I usually took them for runs and conducted stretching exercises. After 355 

training or matches, I would lead the team discussion and provide feedback to 356 

the teacher or coach…I dare to speak up [to the coach] when needed and my 357 

teammates think well about me. Overall, I think that I am more involved and 358 

responsible as a person after the leadership programme. 359 

Role Modelling   360 

All athlete leaders, coaches, and teachers interviewed shared that their athlete 361 

leaders demonstrated several new leadership qualities after attending the leadership 362 

development programme, including being good role models and leading by example. 363 

The following teachers provided the evidence:  364 

My captains have done a good job in the field...they were able to lead by example 365 

by motivating the team before and during training...they also led the players for 366 

warm up and cool down...they were also able to rally their support to behave well 367 

during games and fought hard. He is a positive role model to the secondary one 368 

[athletes]. (T1) 369 

My vice-captain was an obese student so he was not confident about himself and 370 

leading the team initially. However, after he attended the leadership programme, 371 

he was a positive role model to the [younger] ones. He showed them that he 372 

could complete the 2.4km run within certain time. He led by example by role 373 

modelling the good behaviours for his teammates to follow.  (T2) 374 
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All the coaches also witnessed the same leadership qualities demonstrated by their 375 

athlete leaders. C2 shared how her captain was able to lead by example and command 376 

respect from her teammates:   377 

All of the bowlers look up to their captain because she bowls well, speaks very 378 

well, and explains things to them…She bowls in a lot of competitions so she 379 

understands the demands of being competitive. She has the experience … she is a 380 

role model to the team and has gained the respect of all her teammates.  381 

AL2 shared how she demonstrated the qualities of role modelling and leading by 382 

example: 383 

I make sure that my teammates arrive for training on time and the balls are all 384 

there, available on court...I also lead [the team] for training, doing warm-ups run 385 

and stretching. After competition or training, I lead the discussion on where we 386 

will go for a meal.   387 

Twenty-six of the 32 athletes recounted how their athlete leaders could lead by example 388 

by sacrificing their time for the team, and pushing everyone in the team to work hard, as 389 

evident in the following quote: 390 

I think he did a good job for us in the way he sacrificed for us...if he sees us 391 

[giving up] easily, he will lead by example and motivate us [to push on]. If he 392 

sees us making mistakes, he will help and teach us. (A1) 393 

 Effective Communicator 394 

 All participants acknowledged the importance of effective communication. They 395 

believed the athlete leadership programme enhanced the communication skills, and 396 

facilitated the ability to provide better support to the team by managing conflicts. C3 397 

shared how his captain was able to “connect with the teammates well. He is well liked 398 

by the team and seems to be able to communicate well with them. During matches, he 399 
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communicated well to the team and got all to execute the game plan effectively.”  T4 400 

added: “I think communication is important and I could see that my captain [could] do 401 

that quite well...They would listen to what he says and are willing to follow. So I am 402 

happy to see that”.  403 

Almost all of the athletes (30 out of 32 of them) agreed that their leaders 404 

demonstrated good communication skill in uniting the team. A8 provided the following 405 

example:   406 

As a leader, my captain often spoke up for my teammates if there’s was any type 407 

of misunderstanding between the coach and the players. He was able to 408 

communicate our thoughts and feelings to others such as teammates, teacher, 409 

and coach. Our team is united now and we rely on him a lot. I think my 410 

teammates perceive him well after completing the leadership training. 411 

Effective Motivator  412 

 From the 44 participants, 32 of them agreed that having the ability to motivate 413 

others is an important skill that good athlete leaders should possess to fulfil their 414 

leadership role. Participants recounted incidents when their athlete leaders were able to 415 

encourage their team members to persevere during matches. The teachers illustrated 416 

how their athlete leaders gained experience from the leadership programme during hard 417 

times, saying: 418 

The athletes in the team look up to their leader after the leadership development 419 

programme. They listened to her and I remembered seeing them asking her for 420 

some advice during training and competition. During competition, [the athlete 421 

leader] always encouraged her teammates to fight [until] the last minute and never 422 

give up…she was always first person to offer support to the team especially when 423 

the score was down or the team lost the game. (T3) 424 
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Looking at captain, [He] is doing a good job in the field, leading and motivating 425 

the team e.g., before the competition - leading them for warm up … He is able to 426 

motivate and rally their support. (T1) 427 

AL4 shared how he learned motivation skills from the leadership development 428 

programme and subsequently applied it in his sport: 429 

The leadership development programme taught us motivation skills and how to 430 

use them on others...I tried using them with my teammates during training and 431 

competition, especially when they are going to give up or we are behind in the 432 

game. It is useful but requires practice and patience!  433 

Athletes in the present study recounted how their athlete leaders were able to motivate 434 

and guide their team: 435 

I think he [my athlete leader] did a good job in motivating us. If he sees us 436 

giving up easily he will motivate us to fight on. When we are losing during 437 

games, he always motivates us to do better, telling us to keep going and keep 438 

trying. He doesn’t care about the outcome of the competition because he wants 439 

us to do our best. (A1) 440 

Perseverance  441 

All the participants witnessed how their athlete leaders overcame adversity. Two 442 

coaches mentioned that at times, they deliberately assigned challenging or difficult tasks 443 

to assess their athlete leaders’ ability to persevere and respond to challenging situations 444 

to determine whether they were capable of being a leader. One coach provided an 445 

example to illustrate this point: 446 

Sometimes when I gave my athlete leaders a task, I would make it challenging to 447 

them...I will observe their behaviours. Through this process, I am able to assess 448 
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their leadership qualities and provide guidance if need to be developed further. 449 

(C3)  450 

Athlete leaders and athletes placed more emphasis on the ability to persevere and 451 

overcome challenges than the teachers and coaches. AL2 said he has benefited from the 452 

programme and learned valuable leadership qualities. AL4 shared how he persevered in 453 

getting his teammates to attend regular training sessions, despite all odds: “…some of 454 

them are in the same class as me so every time I will pester them [to ensure that they 455 

turn up for training] …keep sending [SMS] until they reply”. AL1 shared another 456 

similar example: 457 

I tried very hard to think of ways to solve problems, especially with friends. It is 458 

not easy as I am alone and feel difficult when everyone is against me. So I will 459 

just slowly talk to one person at a time and then slowly convince them. It is not 460 

easy but I try what I can.  461 

Many athletes cited experiences where their captains “did not give up easily 462 

(A1)”, “never give up on us” (A2), “do what she can to help us with problems. 463 

Sometimes, things [are not resolve quickly] but she will be patient enough to help us” 464 

(A3).  465 

Promote Team Unity  466 

From the 44 participants, 35 of them discussed the important skill of uniting 467 

team members, especially in team sports, and how their athlete leaders acquired and 468 

demonstrated this quality after completing the programme. Examples were cited when 469 

athlete leaders made attempts to ensure that team members worked well with one 470 

another. T2 discussed how his leader exhibited this behaviour by saying, “I have seen a 471 

few times when my captain would call up those who [have not been] coming for 472 

training. He tries his best to help build a better team.” T4 added that “the captain makes 473 
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sure that everyone is able to work well with each other. When there are problems, he 474 

would be there to bring everyone together and try to solve it.” 475 

Two team sport coaches cited examples how their captains promoted team spirit 476 

not just related to sport matters but “just being there [for the team]to help those who are 477 

down with matters outside school.” C4 recalled quarrel incidents within the team, and 478 

how his captain wanted his opinion on how to solve the problem to unite the team, 479 

saying “... I advised him what I could and I told him to check with their teachers also”. 480 

Athlete leaders recounted experiences where they were able to “lead the team, 481 

make them more discipline, talk to them, make the team happy and never let them 482 

down”. AL3 said, “It’s not only one individual, but the whole team is 483 

involved...Whatever decision I make I should think about others first before I say 484 

them.” 485 

Recommendations for Improvements   486 

Although participants believed the current leadership development programme was 487 

valued, they also highlighted some ways to improve the current programme. The notable 488 

themes included earlier involvement from key stakeholders such as teachers and coaches, 489 

a more tailored programme for team and individual sport leaders, and transfer of learning 490 

from the leadership development programme to their sport.  491 

Earlier Involvement from Key Stakeholders 492 

While participants in the present study reported evidence of important leadership 493 

qualities learned and demonstrated by their athlete leaders after the programme, they 494 

also highlighted the need for their leaders to identify skills that were more important to 495 

their current teams before the programme began. More specifically, two teachers, two 496 

coaches and all the athlete leaders suggested the importance of having greater 497 

involvement in pre-planning activities prior to the leadership development programme 498 
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to identify the set of leadership qualities to be developed and reinforced after the 499 

programme. The following quotation provided by a teacher summed up this point:  500 

I think first we will need to work out a common set of qualities, such as 501 

motivation, communication, and mental skills that the athlete leaders need to 502 

acquire as agreed by the teachers, coaches, and school leaders. Following that, 503 

we can have a meeting with the organizers delivering the leadership 504 

development programme. There is a need to plan in terms of how to carry out 505 

the programme more effectively. (T4) 506 

Another area for improvement highlighted by athlete leaders and athletes was 507 

the lack of conflict management skills that hindered athlete leaders to do their job 508 

properly:  509 

I need help to handle unhappiness and differences among my teammates. I do 510 

not know how to deal with them and make everyone happy or agree on certain 511 

things as a team. I also do not know how to [motivate] them to carry out some 512 

tasks assigned by my coach. (AL4)  513 

So far, our leader’s main duties are calling us to remind [us] to turn up for 514 

training, lead warm up [sessions] and preparing the equipment for training. It 515 

would be useful to develop skills on how to deal with difficult situations such as 516 

managing conflict among teammates. In addition, skills on how to encourage 517 

teammates to work toward common goals is important. (A3) 518 

Athletes would also like to see more opportunities to develop certain leadership 519 

qualities for their athlete leaders, such as anger management and how to be a positive 520 

role model / good human being.  521 

Tailored Programme for Team and Individual Athlete Leaders  522 
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Three of the four teachers noted a key shortfall of the current three-day athlete 523 

leadership training programme which included all the team and individual sport leaders. 524 

As the context for these two groups are different, the participants suggested conducting 525 

the training programme separately for these two groups of leaders so that specialiszed 526 

and targeted skills can be tailored and delivered to achieve maximum returns. One 527 

teacher from a team sport said,  528 

I think the needs of my leaders may differ from those in individual sport because 529 

I feel that it is definitely more demanding in team sport. Athletes who are 530 

involved in team sport face more challenges from a leadership perspective than 531 

individual sport athletes. For example, in a game or a match, my leader will be 532 

the first in line to handle conflict or argument issues. For instance, certain 533 

players who might be a bit emotional, the leader needs the necessary skills to 534 

handle such issues. So, they need to develop sport-specific skills and knowledge 535 

to do their job better. (T3) 536 

A teacher from an individual sport shared a similar observation: 537 

The school organises leadership development programmes for athlete leaders. 538 

However, the activities and content are rather general in nature. Different CCAs 539 

have different demands as the context is very different. So it would be better if 540 

the school can be more targeted in their approach. (T1) 541 

Transfer of Learning 542 

Participants felt it was important to help the athlete leaders transfer the 543 

knowledge learned from the leadership development programme to their sport. To 544 

achieve this goal, teachers discussed the importance of involving them in the 545 

development process to add value to the athlete leaders’ learning and development. Two 546 

of the four teachers shared their observations: 547 



23 
ATHLETE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME 

I think teachers should be given some information, at least a summary of what 548 

my leader went through during the leadership development programme. Then I 549 

can also share it with my coaches. [This is] because they can also help reinforce 550 

what they have learned during training. (T4) 551 

I think there is also a need for clearer communication between teachers, coaches, 552 

and the workshop facilitators. I know that our [athlete leaders] attend the 553 

leadership training programme, but I do not know what leadership skills they 554 

learned. So far, I have to take the initiative to ask my leaders what they did 555 

during the training programme. (T1) 556 

All teachers also discussed about retention of learning on a long-term basis:  557 

The athlete leaders had fun during the programme but they forgot what they 558 

have learned after that. There is a need to help them understand the purposes and 559 

aims of the programme. More importantly to reinforce what they have learned 560 

after the programme so that they can apply what they have learned to the benefit 561 

of the team. (T2) 562 

Some contents of the leadership programme did not link to actual learning and 563 

application. The captains attended the programme, they had fun, and they forgot 564 

what they learned [after the programme]. (T4) 565 

Two coaches echoed the same sentiment about getting them involved in planning and 566 

follow-up in order to facilitate and promote the transfer of learning after the 567 

programme: 568 

I think it is important for us to know what the leaders have learned in the 569 

programme so that we can allow them to practice the skills they learned. 570 

Otherwise, it is difficult to help my leaders learn and grow. (C2) 571 
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Two athlete leaders discussed the need to help them link what they have learned from 572 

the leadership programme to their role as leaders. AL1 recounted,  573 

I attended one athlete leadership development programme. I was told how to 574 

motivate [my teammates], but after the programme, I could not apply it because 575 

it was very different from what happens in my sport and in my team. It would be 576 

good to provide some specific activities for our teams.  577 

I attended one leadership training camp. They taught us how to motivate others. 578 

The information taught at the camp and the actual situation in my team was very 579 

different. So, it is really difficult to apply the learning into practice! (AL 6)   580 

Discussion 581 

Participation in organized sport can enhance youth development in many aspects 582 

in terms of values and life skills (Koh et al., 2017), communication skills, team spirit, 583 

and leadership qualities (e.g., Falcão et al., 2017; Gould et al., 2009). To date, the 584 

majority of athlete development and life skills studies manifest a Western perspective 585 

and have rarely included data from multiple stakeholders (Falcão et al., 2017; Gould et 586 

al., 2013). The current study contributes to the athlete leadership literature by examining 587 

the perceptions and recommendations of a government sponsored high school athlete 588 

leadership programme from different key stakeholders in an understudied cultural 589 

context.  To our knowledge, this is the first empirical study involving teachers, coaches, 590 

athletes (i.e., non-athlete leaders), and athlete leaders to collectively investigate their 591 

perceptions of an athlete leadership development programme for high school athletes. 592 

Traditionally research in this field has focused on (a) the positive social influences of 593 

coaches (Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2007), (b) athlete leadership programmes that have 594 

appointed leaders as in team captains (Gould & Voelker, 2010; Voight, 2012), or (c) 595 

relied mostly on feedback from athletes directly involved in the leadership training 596 
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programme (Duguay et al., 2016). Of note, three of the four stakeholder groups who 597 

were interviewed for this study did not actively participate in the leadership training 598 

programme. Collectively, all four stakeholder groups provided unique and useful 599 

information in relation to the intended outcomes of developing future athlete leaders in 600 

high schools and productive citizens. The findings are useful to guide future 601 

policies/programmes in developing athlete leaders that are culture and context specific, 602 

especially in an Asian context (Koh et al., 2016, 2017).   603 

All stakeholders in the present study reported positive effects of the leadership 604 

development programme such as being more responsible, being a role model, an 605 

enhanced communicator and motivator, and a promoter of team unity.  These findings 606 

corroborate previous youth sport literature highlighting the many benefits that accrue 607 

from participation in interventions targeting individual and life skills (Falcão, Bloom, & 608 

Gilbert, 2012; Koh et al., 2017; Newin, Bloom, & Loughead, 2008). These leadership 609 

qualities seem to be important universally, and hence are key competencies to be 610 

developed in any athlete leadership programme. Despite the many positive results, the 611 

athlete leaders also highlighted instances where they felt unprepared to fulfill their 612 

leadership roles effectively due to a lack of specific skills, such as conflict management. 613 

According to our participants, this could be rectified if the teachers, coaches, and athlete 614 

leaders collectively identified the set of leadership qualities that need to be developed 615 

prior to the commencement of the leadership development programme.  616 

From a policy and applied perspective, the Singapore government should 617 

explore the option of extending the leadership programme to all team members (i.e., 618 

athletes). In this way, a culture of shared leadership amongst team members is promoted 619 

and valued, developing not only leaders in formal positions (i.e., captains) but also those 620 

in an informal leadership role who are equally influential (Loughead, Mawn, Hardy, & 621 
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Munroe-Chandler, 2014). Extending the leadership training to all athletes instead of a 622 

few selected leaders has numerous advantages with the potential to benefit the entire 623 

team (Crozier, Loughead, & Munroe-Chandler, 2013). Past studies have shown the 624 

importance of using experiential learning theory to facilitate the development and 625 

transfer of values and life skills in sports context (e.g., Koh et al., 2016; 2017). Our 626 

results suggest that the athlete leadership programme is able to equip the athlete leaders 627 

with the necessary qualities to perform their roles and responsibilities. The transfer of 628 

learning could be enhanced if teachers and coaches designated the athlete leaders to 629 

serve as peer mentors to their teammates. This type of follow-up activity could promote 630 

team bonding and provide a useful and authentic experience for the athlete leaders to 631 

apply what they have learned from the programme. In this way, coaches and teachers 632 

are providing guidance to the athlete leaders to facilitate the explicit transfer of learning 633 

to the actual context (e.g., Koh et al., 2016).  634 

While the results of the present study are consistent with the literature showing 635 

that athlete leaders should be trained to match leadership styles to situations (Grandzol, 636 

Perlis, & Draina, 2010), and maintain team harmony and good relationships with peers 637 

(Wright & Côté, 2003), the issue becomes how to best develop athlete leaders. Previous 638 

research has found differences in gender and type of sport on perceived coaching 639 

behaviours, achievement goal orientation, and life aspiration of youth Olympic athletes 640 

(Koh & Wang, 2015). Indeed, our results suggest that there is a need to tailor these 641 

types of leadership development programmes in relation to the context.  642 

Research in youth sports suggest that for any intervention or developmental 643 

programme to be successful, the involvement of key stakeholders such as teachers, 644 

coaches, and parents is crucial (e.g., Gould et al., 2013; Koh et al., 2016). Indeed, 645 

teachers and coaches from the present study revealed the importance of being involved 646 
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in the planning stage so that they can understand and reinforce the leadership qualities 647 

learned. Consequently, teachers and coaches will then be in a better position to guide 648 

the athlete leaders in transferring to their sports the skills learned upon completion of 649 

the programme.   650 

Practical Implications and Recommendations 651 

Based on the findings of the present study, the following policy 652 

recommendations are proposed. First, a long term and integrated athlete leadership 653 

development programme should be adopted that provides opportunities for stakeholders 654 

to be involved in the planning of activities. Follow-up protocols should include 655 

strategies for coaches and teachers to monitor the athlete leaders and ensure that they 656 

implement what they learned from the leadership programme. Second, teachers and 657 

coaches should be aware of the leadership qualities taught and help the leaders connect 658 

them to the leadership roles assigned to them. In this way, teachers and coaches are 659 

playing a critical role in developing stronger leaders for the future (MOE, 2015). Thus, 660 

teachers and coaches must dedicate time to meet with athlete leaders to share their 661 

learning experiences. Besides allocating time for meetings, athlete leaders will also need 662 

time to plan and carry out activities for their team members. This might in turn, reduce 663 

the number of training sessions athletes have to prepare for competitions. Third, the 664 

content of the programme should be adjusted to include a greater emphasis on other 665 

elements such as conflict management skills and peer motivation. Instead of carrying 666 

out a ‘one-size-fits-all’ programme, greater efforts are required for customiszing the 667 

content for more effective leadership development. In addition to receiving feedback 668 

from past participants, it would be useful to obtain input from current athlete leaders 669 

when developing these leadership programmes. Coaches could be invited to share new 670 

challenges that they encounter while coaching the team as a form of feedback. 671 
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Limitations and Future Research Directions  672 

While the present study provided insights on a high school athlete leadership 673 

development programme as perceived by various key stakeholders, the study does have 674 

some limitations. First, only four sports (bowling, table tennis, rugby, and volleyball) 675 

were investigated, thus caution must be made generaliszing the results to other sport 676 

contexts. Second, future research may also use quantitative measures to examine the 677 

perceived and actual leadership qualities demonstrated by athlete leaders to better 678 

inform future leadership programmes. Third, this study was not based on a specific 679 

leadership framework as the focus was the stakeholders’ perception and 680 

recommendations of a high school athlete leadership programme. Fourth, we adopted a 681 

single data collection point which could only provide a snap-shot of stakeholders’ short-682 

term perceptions of the programme. While positive results have been reported, 683 

longitudinal studies would be useful to see how the athlete leaders have applied the 684 

leadership qualities over time. Finally, government policy makers are encouraged to 685 

work with researchers and programme evaluators to design future iterations of a 686 

leadership programme to ensure its highest quality. In sum, this study contributes to our 687 

understanding of athlete leadership and may be used to improve how researchers and 688 

practitioners use sport as a tool to foster youth development. 689 

 690 

 691 

692 
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Table 1 816 

A sample of activities and skills to be developed in a high school leadership 817 

development programme for athletes in Singapore 818 

 819 

Type of activities Description  Leadership skills 

developed 

Challenge rope 

course: High and 

Low Elements 

High element (approx. 8 meteres above 

the ground) and low element allow 

students to work in small groups to 

overcome challenge individually and as a 

team. 

Responsibility 

Perseverance 

Communication  

Team unity 

Problem Solving 

activities 

Students to work in their teams to create 

ideas to solve a problem using items 

given. Example, create a roller coaster to 

transport a tennis ball using balloon sticks, 

masking tapes and straws. 

Team unity 

Communication 

Motivation 

Perseverance  

 

Water-based 

activities 

Raft building: Building a ‘boat’ that can 

carry 2 people over a distance (e.g., 10m) 

in the water. Each member takes turn to 

lead.  

Responsibility  

Role model 

Perseverance  

Motivation 

Expedition-based 

activities 

Land expeditions: Working in teams to 

make decisions and navigate to 

checkpoints using a map. Students are to 

work in teams at respective checkpoints 

for clues to subsequent check points until 

they arrive at the final destination. 

Sea expeditions: Students to overcome 

challenges kayaking and navigating 

through specific routes in their teams.  

Students in both activities take turn to 

lead.  

Role modelling 

Communication 

Perseverance 

Team unity 
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 820 

Table 2 821 

Themes Development 822 

Themes Sub-themes Codes 

Leadership qualities 

developed 

Responsibility • Responsive to perceived needs 

• Proper fulfilment of duties 

• Taking initiative 

• Accountability for actions 

• Punctuality 

 Role modelling • Confidence-building 

• Leadership by example 

• Personal sacrifice 

• Positive influence 

• Commanding respect 

 Effective communicator • Ability to communicate and execute 

game plan 

• Attentive and able to  follow 

instructions 

• Mediate differences among athletes  

 Effective motivator • Providing advice and encouragement 

to teammates 

• Ability to rally support and push 

teammates to give their best 

• Ability to offer support during team 

defeats 

 Perseverance  • Ability to overcome challenging 

tasks 

• Sending reminders to classmates to 

attend training sessions 

• Patiently talking to teammates  
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 Promote team unity • Giving one’s best to build a cohesive 

team 

• Providing advice to solve team 

problems and tensions/quarrels 

• Making decision for good of  team 

Areas for 

improvement 

Earlier involvement from 

key stakeholders  
• Need to identify common set of 

qualities agreed upon by 

stakeholders 

• Planning for more effective 

programme delivery 

• Need to develop qualities for 

conflict management/resolution 

 Tailored programme for 

team and individual 

athlete leaders 

• Need to differentiate between 

individual and team sports  

• Need for sport-specific skills and 

knowledge 

• Need to provide differentiation in 

terms of content to respond to 

different CCA contexts 

 Transfer of learning • Need for post-programme feedback 

to teachers and coaches 

• Need for reinforcement from 

coaches 

• Need for establishing linkage 

between programme content and 

learning/application 
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