
 
 

 
 
 

TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP AND POSITIVE DEVELOPMENT: 
ASSESSING THE CASCADE EFFECT IN UNIVERSITY SPORT 

 

 
OLIVIA HAWKINS 

Bachelor of Science, University of Lethbridge, 2023 
 
 
 

 
A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 

 
 
 

MASTER OF SCIENCE 

in 

KINESIOLOGY 

 
 
 
 
 

Department of Kinesiology and Physical Education 
University of Lethbridge 

LETHBRIDGE, ALBERTA, CANADA 
 
 
 

©Olivia Hawkins, 2025 
 

 

 

 



 

TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP AND POSITIVE DEVELOPMENT: ASSESSING 
THE CASCADE EFFECT IN UNIVERSITY SPORT 

 

OLIVIA HAWKINS 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Date of Defence: July 3rd, 2025 
 
 
 
Dr. S. Rathwell      Associate Professor  Ph.D 
Thesis Supervisor 
 
Dr. P. Pope        Associate Professor  Ph.D 
Thesis Examination Committee Member    
 
Dr. S. Turgeon       Associate Professor  Ph.D 
Thesis Examination Committee Member    
 
Dr. R. Kossuth       Assistant Professor  Ph.D 
Chair, Thesis Examination Committee 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 iii 

ABSTRACT 

The Full-Range Leadership Model (FRLM) stipulates that transformational leadership is 

effective because the behaviours of the leaders cascade down throughout the organization, 

creating more transformational leaders. However, this phenomenon has yet to be studied within 

the sport context. The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of the cascade effect on 

the relationship between coaches’ transformational leadership and university student-athletes’ 

(SAs) positive development (PD) over time. Using a longitudinal design, 30 athletes (20 female, 

Mage = 20.47) from various U SPORTS teams completed surveys at three points during their 

season assessing their coaches' transformational leadership behaviors (DTLI), the 

transformational qualities of their teammates, and their own PD outcomes (USES). Correlational 

analyses were used to test whether a) the number of transformational team leaders relates to 

changes in athletes PD, b) coaches’ TFL behaviours are related to changes in PD, and c) 

coaches’ TFL behaviours are related to changes in the number of transformational team leaders. 

Results indicated that higher levels of coaches’ transformational leadership were associated with 

reductions in negative sport-related experiences such as negative peer interactions and 

inappropriate adult behavior. Furthermore, teams with a greater density of transformational peer 

leaders reported stronger development in areas such as initiative, basic skills, and social capital. 

Evidence of a cascade effect—whereby transformational coaches influenced the emergence of 

transformational team leaders—was found primarily between the start and midpoint of the 

season. However, mediation analyses did not support the cascade effect as a mechanism linking 

coach leadership to PD outcomes. These findings offer novel insight into how transformational 

leadership functions within university sport and provide practical implications for leadership 

development among student-athletes.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 1 

The positive development (PD) framework takes a proactive approach to youth 2 

development and focuses on educating and engaging youth (ages 12-17) in productive activities 3 

(Lerner et al., 2005). In contrast to reductionist approaches, the PD framework sees individual as 4 

resources to be developed rather than problems to be fixed, whereby a young person’s ability to 5 

make positive, healthy contributions to family, community, and civil society are positive 6 

developmental outcomes (Lerner & Benson, 2003). Within the youth sport domain, youth can 7 

develop transferable personal and social life skills, along with physical competencies that will 8 

enable them to thrive and contribute to their communities (Holt, Deal, & Smyth, 2016). Of note, 9 

PD has been predominantly studied in youth and adolescent contexts, with less focus on older 10 

populations such as emerging adults (Deal & Camiré, 2016; Rathwell & Young, 2018a). 11 

Emerging adulthood 12 

Between the ages of 18 to 25, emerging adulthood is a considered the final transition 13 

period from youth to adulthood, where emerging adults undergo a significant change in work, 14 

housing, education, and relationships, in the absence of typical markers of adulthood (marriage, 15 

childbirth, etc.). Emerging adulthood is characterized by a growing sense of independence from 16 

others and a necessity for self-experimentation, where individuals seek to discover the 17 

consequences of their own actions (Arnett, 2000). The relevance of personal development (PD) 18 

for emerging adults stems from the uncertainty that emerging adults face in various life domains 19 

such as housing, education, work, and interpersonal relationships (Arnett, 2000, 2006). 20 

Consequently, the skills, attributes, and relationships cultivated during this period play a crucial 21 

role in an individual's success and their ability to transition into adulthood and contribute as 22 

functional members of society. While commonalities exist between PD associated with sports 23 



 2 

during adolescence and those in emerging adulthood, numerous PD outcomes exist that are 24 

uniquely significant for emerging adults (Arnett, 2000; Rathwell & Young, 2018a).  25 

Positive development in university sport 26 

In addition to having unique PD outcomes, the contexts through which PD is achieved in 27 

emerging adulthood are also different from in youth and adolescence. Thus, there is value in 28 

exploring how theses unique contexts affect PD (Rathwell & Young, 2018a). One setting that has 29 

been argued to promote PD in emerging adulthood is university sport. University sport differs 30 

from youth sport in that student-athletes (SAs) are tasked with balancing sport, academics, and 31 

navigating the new responsibilities (e.g., grocery shopping, working, etc.)  32 

In Canada, U SPORTS is the governing body that oversees fifty-six universities and over 33 

twelve-thousand athletes. The goal of U SPORTS is outlined in their mission statement: “U 34 

SPORTS leads and collaborates with our membership and conferences, to optimize uniquely 35 

Canadian experiences for student-athletes, coaches and staff to thrive to their full potential” (U 36 

SPORTS Strategic Plan, 2025). U SPORTS’ ongoing commitment to excellence is further 37 

reflected the core values, which include being SA focused, diverse and inclusive experiences, 38 

being performance-driven, safety on and off the field of play, collaboration, and service 39 

excellence (U SPORTS Strategic Plan, 2025). Notably, most of the literature on PD and 40 

university sport is largely based in Canada (Rathwell & Young, 2016; Harris et al., 2018). 41 

Athletes who participate in university sport have been shown to report clear PD benefits 42 

(Rathwell & Young, 2016; Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2007; Harris et al., 2018). When asked about the 43 

contributions of athletics to overall development, SAs identified that participation in athletics 44 

promoted skills such as time management, as well as the ability to make decisions and take 45 

responsibility for oneself (Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2007). A quantitative study by Harris et al. (2018) 46 
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sampled 198 Canadian university SAs from a variety of sports and had them fill out a 47 

questionnaire pertaining to the use of academic advising, tutoring, extracurricular involvement, 48 

sport -related experiences, coaching, and PYD outcomes. They found when SAs perceived to 49 

practice different skills (such as responsibility, compromising, working as a group/team, etc.) 50 

through university sport, they also perceived to develop an internal sense of positive self-worth, a 51 

sense of empathy for others, positive bonds with others, respect for societal and cultural norms, 52 

and positive view of one’s actions as a result. Based on this research, university sport is an 53 

environment in which SAs are able to foster and further develop skills that will help them 54 

succeed in the future. 55 

To measure athletes’ PD in university sport, Rathwell and Young (2016) created the 56 

University Sport Experience Survey (USES), a 46-item tool assessing six PD outcomes 57 

(initiative, basic skills, interpersonal relationships, teamwork and social skills, adult networks 58 

and social capital), and four negative experiences (stress, negative peer interactions, social 59 

exclusion, and inappropriate behaviours) associated with university sport. When looking at 60 

athletes’ experience in university sport using the USES, Rathwell and Young (2016) found that 61 

on average athletes “agreed” they improved their initiative, teamwork, and social skills. They 62 

“somewhat agreed” that they developed interpersonal skills and adult networks and social 63 

capital, and they were “uncertain” whether they developed basic skills and experienced stress. 64 

The student athletes also generally reported that they “somewhat disagreed” that they 65 

experienced social exclusion and “disagreed” that they experienced negative peer interactions. 66 

This tool provides researchers with a way to measure SAs PD within the specific context of 67 

university sport, and the findings of this study further support university sport as a domain in 68 

which development is occurring. 69 
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Importance of coaches 70 

PD does not simply occur by participating in sport. Instead, it is through the interactions 71 

with others, as well as the environment and developmental opportunities that athletes are 72 

exposed to. Of the individuals athletes interact with, coaches have been identified as one of the 73 

most important PD agents in youth sport settings (Vella et al., 2011; Deal & Camiré, 2016). A 74 

study by Gould and Carson (2010) explored the link between the perceived actions and 75 

behaviours of high school coaches and athletes positive and negative experiences in high school 76 

sport. They found that participants reported higher levels of development of emotional 77 

regulation, cognitive skills, and linkages to community when they perceived higher levels of 78 

coaching behaviours related to practicing goal setting, connecting sport lessons to life, and 79 

positive rapport with the athletes. On the other side, participants were less likely to perceive their 80 

coach as someone who helped them work on mental preparedness, goal setting, competition 81 

strategies, and model good sportsmanship when they reported greater levels of negative rapport. 82 

These athletes were also more likely to report experiences of social exclusion and negative group 83 

dynamics in their high school sport. 84 

Research has also shown that coaches are aware of their responsibilities to further PD 85 

(Gould et al., 2013; Vella et al., 2011). Coaches ranked helping young people develop 86 

psychologically and socially as one of the most important coaching objectives, and agreed or 87 

strongly agreed that teamwork, the value of hard work, time management, and goal setting were 88 

developed through high school sport participation (Gould et al., 2013). Results from this study 89 

also revealed that participants perceived that coaches as a general group have considerable 90 

influence over the values and behaviours of their athletes. Further, qualitative work by Vella et al. 91 

(2011) revealed eight outcomes that coaches saw themselves as responsible for developing in 92 
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adolescents: competence, character, connection, life skills, positive affect, positive psychological 93 

capacities, and positive team climate. Together, these studies illustrate that not only are coaches 94 

important for PD, but they recognize their impact on their athletes. 95 

Coaches have been shown to facilitate PD in emerging adult populations as well. They do 96 

so through employing a number of strategies, such as by creating a team culture and/or providing 97 

opportunities to apply skills learned in sport to outside domains (Deal & Camiré, 2016; Vella et 98 

al., 2011). Within the university sport context, researchers have found that coaches believe sport 99 

could be used as a tool to develop PD outcomes such as tolerance, dealing with diversity, 100 

teamwork, perseverance, and caring for others. Many indicated that in order to do so, it is critical 101 

to create a positive climate, where athletes felt included and were able to learn valuable life skills 102 

(Lima et al., 2021). They also described employing implicit (i.e., modeling) and explicit (i.e., 103 

providing appropriate support, and positive feedback) strategies to support PD (Banwell & Kerr, 104 

2016; Rathwell & Young, 2018b). Additionally, coaches provide direct opportunities to 105 

contribute (e.g., inviting athletes to help out at their sport camps) and made athletes aware of 106 

opportunities to contribute within the community (e.g., raising funds for cancer research) (Deal 107 

& Camiré, 2016). By facilitating these opportunities, coaches allowed athletes to further develop 108 

organizational and life skills that allow them to thrive in all areas of life. These findings indicate 109 

that while a large portion of the research has taken part in youth sport, university coaches also 110 

impact their athletes PD. University coaches continue to influence their athletes by teaching 111 

skills that extend beyond sport and transfer to athletes’ everyday lives. 112 

Transformational leadership 113 

Given the importance of coaches’ role in athletes’ development, researchers have begun 114 

to use leadership theories to explore how coaches foster PD. One particularly fruitful leadership 115 
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theory may be the Full-Range Leadership Model (Avolio & Bass, 2002), which highlights three 116 

forms of leadership: laissez-faire, transactional, and transformational. Laissez-faire leaders are 117 

considered to be the most inactive leaders. They avoid making decisions and take an absent 118 

hands-off approach to leading. Transactional leaders lead through exchange relationships 119 

(Avolio & Bass, 2002). They use contingent reward to set expectations and provide rewards or 120 

consequences based on followers' performance. Transactional leaders manage behaviours in an 121 

active or passive form. When using active management by exception, the leader monitors for 122 

errors and makes corrections when necessary in real time. When using passive management by 123 

exception, the leader waits for errors to occur before correcting behaviour. Transformational 124 

leadership is widely considered to be the most effective leadership profile (Bass et al., 1987).  125 

Transformational leaders are defined as those who set challenging goals and expectations. 126 

In addition, they motivate others to achieve more than they originally thought possible. Such 127 

leaders transform their followers into leaders and encourage them to put the interest of the group 128 

before their own. There are four components to transformational leadership (Avolio & Bass, 129 

2002). Idealized leadership involves behaving as role models, encouraging followers to emulate 130 

their actions. Inspirational motivation inspires others by providing meaning and challenge in 131 

their work. Intellectual stimulation encourages innovation and creativity by prompting followers 132 

to question assumptions and reframe problems. Individualized consideration focuses on each 133 

individual’s growth needs, with leaders acting as mentors. In this study, we focus on 134 

transformational leadership. 135 

When examining links with different PD outcomes, coaches’ transformational leadership 136 

has been associated with athlete’s perceived levels of competence (Price & Weiss, 2013), as well 137 

as life skill development (de Albuquerque et al., 2021). For instance, Vella et al. (2013) found 138 
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that athletes whose coaches participated in transformational leadership training reported higher 139 

abilities to self-navigate, set goals, and work with others. Furthermore, when athletes perceived 140 

their coaches to display a more transformational leadership profile (higher levels of democratic, 141 

social support, and positive feedback), they were more likely to score higher on the development 142 

of personal, social, and cognitive skills, goal setting, and initiative (Albuquerque et al., 2021). 143 

Conversely, when athletes perceived their coaches to display greater autocratic behaviours, they 144 

were less likely to score higher on development of personal and social skills, and goal setting 145 

(Albuquerque et al., 2021). Notably, these studies demonstrate associations between coaches’ 146 

transformational leadership and athletes’ PD but were not conducted in the university sport 147 

context.  148 

Empirical research on transformational leadership and PD in the university sport context, 149 

is limited. Most studies on university and emerging adult populations have focused on the impact 150 

of transformational leadership on team performance and performance-related outcomes, such as 151 

task cohesion (Mach et al., 2022; Charbonneau et al., 2001; Smith et al., 2013; Cronin et al., 152 

2015). One study by Rathwell and Young (2018b) explored coaches’ perspectives on behaviors 153 

they believed facilitated positive development in their athletes. Notable, the coaches studied were 154 

all recommended by athletes across Canada as being individuals who invested considerable time, 155 

effort, and concern towards athletes personal and psychosocial development. Through 156 

interviews, they found that these coaches used several transformational behaviours. They 157 

exhibited individual consideration by establishing a support network, having an open-door 158 

policy, and believed themselves to be a counselor or life coach to their athletes. Inspirational 159 

motivation was displayed by building a team culture and reinforcing a shared identity. They 160 

exhibited idealized leadership by modeling desired behaviours and holding athletes accountable 161 



 8 

to team values. Finally, they used intellectual stimulation by exposing athletes to developmental 162 

experiences, involving athletes in decision making, and stimulated athletes through the use of 163 

questioning. Together, these findings suggest a link between transformational behaviors and PD. 164 

However, few studies have investigated the causal mechanisms underlying this relationship 165 

(Turnnidge et al., 2016). 166 

Cascade effect 167 

According to the Full Range Leadership Model, one reason transformational leadership is 168 

effective is that it creates a cascade effect that permeates throughout the ranks of an organization. 169 

In essence, when transformational leaders model favourable behaviours, they are hypothesized to 170 

be replicated by their immediate followers (e.g., athlete leaders), and this trend continues down 171 

through an organizational ladder (Bass et al., 1987). This phenomenon, however, has only been 172 

studied cross-sectionally and has not been examined in sport (Bass et al., 1987; Byun et al, 173 

2020). Bass et al. (1987) examined transformational leadership at two levels of management 174 

within a government agency and found significant positive correlations between transformational 175 

behaviours displayed by supervisors and their managers.  176 

More recently, the trickle-down effect of leadership was investigated by Byun et al. 177 

(2020). They surveyed supervisors and their direct subordinates from six major companies in 178 

South Korea and found that the empowering leadership behaviours of higher-level leaders was 179 

positively associated with empowering leadership behaviour of lower-level leaders. Although the 180 

abovementioned studies suggest a cascade effect, they were limited by their cross-sectional 181 

design. Without a longitudinal assessment of the cascade effect, it is not possible to know 182 

whether the leaders’ use of transformational leadership caused their followers to be more 183 
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transformational, or whether another explanation existed (the organization simply hired 184 

transformational people at each level).  185 

Another limitation of the above-mentioned literature is that the cascade effect has not 186 

been explore in sport. However, there is reason to believe that this effect will be beneficial for 187 

athletes’ positive development should it result in more transformational athlete leaders. For 188 

instance, through semi-structured interviews Santos et al. (2019) found that team captains 189 

recognize the need to become positive role models and focus on life-skill development. Another 190 

study by Hoffman et al. (2017) interviewed 14 elite athletes aged 20 to 34 (M = 26.36, SD = 191 

3.43) who reported being peer mentored by other athletes throughout their sporting careers. 192 

According to the athletes, the mentoring they received facilitated their personal growth, 193 

enhanced their perception of competence, and clarified their identity, both inside and outside of 194 

the sport setting. Furthermore, they described that the guidance they received from their mentors 195 

was instrumental in increasing their sport confidence, performance and development, and 196 

willingness to mentor other teammates or athletes.  197 

Furthermore, transformational peer leaders have been shown to effectively promote 198 

positive individual and group outcomes (Price & Weiss, 2013). More specifically, when athlete 199 

leaders were rated as more transformational, they were more likely to have teammates who 200 

enjoyed their sport, were motivated to pursue challenging tasks, and were interested in learning 201 

skills. Within the university setting, coaches have also described using senior athletes to 202 

reinforce team culture (Rathwell & Young, 2018b). This tactic may lend to a larger phenomenon 203 

that mediates the relationship between transformational leadership and positive development in 204 

sport. Together, these findings indicate that transformational athlete leaders have the potential to 205 

influence the behaviours of their peers, and that the creation of transformational athlete leaders 206 
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(cascade effect) may help explain the positive links between transformational leadership and PD 207 

found in past studies. 208 

 The current study aimed to examine whether or not the cascade effect exists within a 209 

university sport setting, and whether or not this phenomenon facilitates coaches’ influence on 210 

athletes’ positive development. To do this, we employed a longitudinal study design, where 211 

athletes were asked to fill out surveys regarding their positive development, their coach’s 212 

transformational leadership, and the transformational leadership of the members of their team at 213 

three points throughout their season. 214 
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Introduction 215 

Sport has long been identified as a setting in which an individual is able to undergo 216 

positive development (PD). Research on youth (ages 12-17) has shown that through sport they 217 

develop life skills that further their ability to thrive in society (Holt, Deal, and Smyth, 2016).  218 

Emerging adults (ages 18-25) also derive positive developmental benefits through sport, however 219 

this population is underrepresented in the literature (Arnett, 2000; Rathwell & Young, 2018a). 220 

They are described as undergoing a period of their lives that consists of a lot of change, typically 221 

in housing, education, work, and a growing number of responsibilities (Arnett, 2000; 2006). 222 

Therefore, they are required to develop certain skills in order to be successful. These skills can 223 

differ from those developed in youth sport (Rathwell & Young, 2016), and so it is important to 224 

examine what these skills are and the contexts in which they occur. 225 

 One context that has been argued to promote PD in emerging adults is university sport. 226 

University SAs also face a greater number of responsibilities, such as balancing work, academics 227 

and sport. In the literature, there is evidence that supports participation in university sport as 228 

facilitating PD in athletes (Harris et al., 2018; Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2007; Rathwell & Young, 229 

2018a). Specifically, athletes have reported that their involvement in university sport promoted 230 

skills such as initiative, teamwork, social skills, and time management (Rathwell & Young, 2016; 231 

Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2007). They also described enhancing their abilities to make decisions and 232 

take responsibility for themselves (Potuto & O’Hanlon, 2007). When they had the opportunity to 233 

practice different skills (responsibility, compromising, working as a group/team, etc.) they 234 

perceived themselves to develop an internal sense of positive self-worth, empathy for others, and 235 

positive views of one’s actions as a result. 236 
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 While the research clearly supports the existence of PD in university sport, it also 237 

emphasizes that this does not simply occur through participation. Instead, a large part of their 238 

development occurs through interactions, experiences, and the environment that the athlete is 239 

exposed to. Coaches, specifically, have been identified as one of the most important influences 240 

on athletes PD (Vella et al., 2011; Deal & Camiré, 2016). In youth sport, coaches that were 241 

perceived to display higher levels of goal setting, competition strategy, relating sport lessons to 242 

life, and positive rapport were linked to athletes that reported greater development of skills, such 243 

as emotional regulation, cognitive skills, prosocial norms, and linkages to community (Gould & 244 

Carson, 2010). In university sport, quantitative literature is limited on coaches’ effect on athletes’ 245 

PD. However, through interviews, researchers have found that coaches believe that creating a 246 

positive team climate, as well has employing strategies, like modeling behaviours, providing 247 

appropriate support, and positive feedback, are crucial for facilitating PD outcomes in sport, such 248 

as tolerance, teamwork, perseverance, dealing with diversity, and caring for others (Lima et al., 249 

2021; Banwell & Kerr, 2016; Rathwell & Young, 2018b).  250 

 With coaches having such an important role in athletes’ PD, there has been an emphasis 251 

in the research on leadership theories that may help to explain this. One leadership theory is the 252 

Full-Range Leadership Model (FRLM; Avolio & Bass, 2002). The FRLM identifies three types 253 

of leadership that exist on a continuum: laissez-faire, transactional, and transformational. These 254 

forms of leadership range in involvement and effectiveness, with laissez-faire being the least and 255 

transformational being the most effective. Transformational leadership is broken down into four 256 

components (Avolio & Bass, 2002): (a) Idealized leadership refers to behaving as a role models 257 

encouraging followers to emulate their actions; (b) Inspirational motivation involves inspiring 258 

others by providing meaning and challenge in their work; (c) Intellectual stimulation revolves 259 
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around encouraging innovation and creativity by prompting followers to question assumptions 260 

and reframe problems; (d) Individualized consideration focuses on each individual’s growth 261 

needs, with leaders acting as mentors. We will be focusing on transformational leadership for the 262 

purposes of this study due to its links with different PD outcomes (Albuquerque et al., 2021; 263 

Price & Weiss, 2013). In youth sport, when athletes perceived their coaches to display a more 264 

transformational leadership profile, they were more likely to score higher on several skills, such 265 

as goal setting, initiative, and cognitive and social skills (Albuquerque et al., 2021). Quantitative 266 

research on transformational coach behaviours and PD is limited in the university sport context. 267 

However qualitative findings are more salient. Through interviews, researchers found that 268 

coaches who are perceived as having devoted time, effort, and concern towards their athletes PD 269 

were reported using several transformational behaviours (Rathwell & Young, 2018b). They 270 

established support networks, reinforced a shared identity, acted as a role model, and involved 271 

athletes in decision making.  272 

 These findings help advocate that transformational coaches can facilitate PD in their 273 

athletes, however, the mechanism through which this occurs is still misunderstood (Turnnidge et 274 

al., 2016). The FRLM suggests that transformational leadership is effective because it creates a 275 

cascade effect of leadership throughout an organization. Essentially, an effective leadership 276 

models favourable behaviours (e.g., considering each athlete as an individual, or receiving input 277 

from others before making a decision), which are replicated by their immediate followers (Figure 278 

1.). This trend continues downward through levels of followers until they themselves become 279 

effective leaders as well (Bass et al., 1987). This phenomenon, however, has only been studied 280 

cross-sectionally and in an occupational setting (Byun et al., 2020), but there is reason to believe 281 

that it may exist within a sport setting as well. Coaches have been shown to use athletes as peer 282 
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mentors and to create a shared team culture (Rathwell & Young, 2018b). Furthermore, 283 

transformational athlete leaders have been linked to personal and group outcomes such as self-284 

navigation, goal setting, and working with others (Price & Weiss, 2013), and team captains have 285 

reported recognizing the importance of being positive role models and focusing on life-skill 286 

development (Santos et al., 2019). These findings support that transformational athlete leaders 287 

can help to further PD outcomes of their peers, and lend to the idea that the creation of 288 

transformational athlete leaders (cascade effect) may be a mechanism that influences these links 289 

between coaches’ transformational leadership and athletes’ PD. 290 

 It is evident that there is a gap in the literature when it comes to coaches’ role in 291 

facilitating PD in the university sport context. A large portion of the research being done is 292 

qualitative, and there is a need for quantitative research in order verify their findings. There is 293 

also evidence that points towards the trickle-down effect of transformational leadership having 294 

influence over this relationship, however there is limited research to back it up. This study is one 295 

of few to not only assess the cascade effect, but to quantitively and longitudinally assess the 296 

relationship between coaches’ transformational leadership and athletes’ PD in university sport. 297 

Purpose 298 

The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of the cascade effect on the 299 

relationship between coaches’ transformational leadership and athletes’ positive development 300 

over time. The research questions are: (a) are coaches’ transformational behaviours related to 301 

positive developmental outcomes for athletes, (b) are coaches’ transformational behaviours 302 

related to the density transformational leadership on a team (i.e., the number of transformational 303 

leaders on a team), (c) is the density of transformational leadership on a team related to positive 304 

developmental outcomes for athletes, and (d) is the impact of coaches’ transformational 305 
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behaviours on athletes’ positive development mediated by the density of transformational 306 

leadership on a team. 307 

Methodology 308 

Procedure 309 

 Once university ethical approval was received, the primary researcher contacted the 310 

athletic departments and head coaches at universities in Alberta via email in order to recruit 311 

student athletes. Coaches from 23 U SPORTS teams (Women’s and Men’s basketball, Women’s 312 

and Men’s soccer, Women’s rugby, Women’s ringette, wrestling, track and field, and swimming, 313 

Men’s and Women’s volleyball, Men’s and Women’s hockey, football, and cross country) were 314 

emailed. They were sent a recruitment letter (Appendix B) and asked to connect the researcher 315 

with student-athletes for participation in the study. The researcher was able to connect with 12 316 

head coaches, who passed on the information (Appendix A) to their athletes. 317 

Participants were contacted by the primary researcher via email at three points throughout 318 

their sporting season. At each point, participants received a link to fill out the surveys online.  319 

Once they provided consent, participants were asked to fill out a demographics questionnaire, the 320 

University Sport Experience Survey (Rathwell & Young, 2016), Differentiated Transformational 321 

Leadership Inventory (Callow et al., 2009), and asked to rate how well a definition of 322 

transformational leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006) applies to each of their team members. At 323 

time-point one, athletes were also asked to complete the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability 324 

Scale (Reynolds, 1982). Time-point one (S1) occurred prior to the commencement of the regular 325 

season. Time-point two (S2) took place approximately in the middle of the regular season. Time-326 

point three (S3) took place at the end of the regular season, during postseason. Due to the 327 

differences in season start/end times and length, participants received the surveys at different 328 
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times according to their sport. Please refer to (Appendix H) for a timeline illustrating when each 329 

team participated in each time point. 330 

Participants 331 

A priori power analyses were conducted using G*Power version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 332 

2007) to determine the minimum sample size required for this study. Results indicated that 55 333 

participants were required for linear multiple regressions using a medium effect size, a power of 334 

.8, and an alpha of 0.05.  335 

A total of 55 people filled out the surveys at Time-point one, however 12 were deemed 336 

ineligible due to incomplete data and were removed, giving us an initial sample of 43 337 

participants.  At Time-point two, seven people dropped out, leaving us with 36 participants. At 338 

Time-point three, six more participants dropped out, leaving us with our final sample of 30 339 

participants. Of the 30 participants who completed all three time points, they ranged from 17-25 340 

years of age (M = 20.47, SD = 1.98). Participants were predominantly Female (Female, 66.7%, n 341 

= 20; Male, 33.3%, n = 10) and identified as Caucasian (Caucasian, 93.3%, n = 28; 342 

Black/African, 3.3%, n = 1; Mixed, 3.3%, n = 1.) For sport type, 40.0% of participants played 343 

soccer (n = 12), 30.0% played ringette (n = 9), 13.3% played rugby (n = 4), 10.0% played 344 

basketball (n = 3), and 6.7% wrestled (n = 2). For status, 20.0% indicated being a varsity athlete 345 

at their current institution for less than one year (n = 6), while 13.3% were one year (n = 4), 346 

10.0% were two years (n = 3), 23.3% were three years (n = 7), 13.3% were four years (n = 4), 347 

and 20.0% were five+ years (n = 6). Most participants (63.3%, n = 19) indicated not being in a 348 

formal leadership role on their sport team, such as captain or assistant captain. When asked about 349 

which coach they interacted with the most, 90.0% (n = 27) participants reported it being their 350 
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head coach, 6.7% (n = 2) reported it being their assistant coach, and 3.3% (n = 1) reported their 351 

position coach. 352 

Measures 353 

Social Desirability Scale 354 

Participants completed the short form of the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale 355 

(Reynolds, 1982) at Time-point one. This is a 13-item scale comprised of items such as No 356 

matter who I am talking to, I’m always a good listener and I am always courteous, even to 357 

people who are disagreeable (Appendix G). These items were answered in a true-false format, 358 

with a score of one point for true and zero points for false. This scale has shown evidence for 359 

concurrent validity (r = 0.93, r2 = 0.86) with the standard 33-item Marlowe-Crowne Social 360 

Desirability Scale, and internal consistency reliability (rKR20 = 0.76) when used with a university 361 

population (Reynolds, 1982).  362 

University Sport Experience Survey 363 

 Positive development was measured using the USES (Rathwell & Young, 2016) at each 364 

time point. The USES is a 46-item survey measured with nine subscales that address 365 

developmental outcomes as the relate to participation in sport: Initiative (e.g., I am better at 366 

setting goals for myself), Basic Skills (e.g., I feel that I have improved my skills for finding 367 

information), Interpersonal Relationships (e.g., I have become better acquainted with someone 368 

from a different ethnic group), Teamwork and Social Skills (e.g., I am more aware of how my 369 

emotions and attitude affect others in group situations), Adult Networks and Social Capital (e.g., 370 

I believe I have come to know more people in the off-campus community), Stress (e.g., I am 371 

frequently unable to study enough for tests), Negative Interactions (e.g., I often do things that are 372 

morally inappropriate), Social Exclusion (e.g., I often feel like I don’t belong), and Inappropriate 373 
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Behaviour (e.g., I am frequently exposed to leaders who are controlling and manipulative). 374 

Participants respond to the stem “As a result of my involvement in university sport:” on a 7-point 375 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (Appendix D). The USES 376 

has been shown have strong internal consistency reliability, with each factor having a CR score 377 

above .65, and good factorial validity when using data from the Canadian university sport 378 

context (χ2/df = 1.78, CFI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.40; Rathwell & Young, 2016). Athletes PD was 379 

assessed according to subscale. Scores were computed for each individual subscale by summing 380 

the scores for each question that pertained to that particular subscale. 381 

Differentiated Transformational Leadership Inventory 382 

 Coaches’ leadership behaviours were measured using the DTLI (Callow et al., 2009). The 383 

DTLI consists of 31 items that measure seven transformational behaviours: Individualized 384 

Consideration (e.g. Recognizes that different athletes have different needs), Inspirational 385 

Motivation (e.g. Talks in a way that makes me believe I can succeed), Intellectual Stimulation 386 

(e.g. Challenges me to think about problems in new ways), Fostering Acceptance of Group Goals 387 

and Promoting Teamwork (e.g. Encourages athletes to be team players), High Performance 388 

Expectations (e.g. Expects us to achieve high standards), Appropriate Role Modeling (e.g. Is a 389 

good role model for me to follow), and Contingent Reward (e.g. Praises athletes when they show 390 

improvement). Participants responded to the stem “In my experience, my coach:” on a 5-point 391 

Likert scale that ranges from 1 (not at all) to 5 (all of the time) (Appendix E). Support for the 392 

internal consistency reliability (each factor had a CR score above .66) and factorial validity (χ2 = 393 

499.1, CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.05) of the DTLI has been reported (Callow et al., 2009). 394 

Coaches’ transformational leadership score was computed by summing the scores for each 395 

question and dividing that by the total number of questions (31). For example, if a coach 396 
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received a total score of 128, their transformational leadership value would be 4.13 (128/31 = 397 

4.13). 398 

Density of transformational Team Leadership 399 

To measure the density of transformational team leadership on a team, players were 400 

provided an operational definition of transformational leadership (Appendix F; Bass & Riggio, 401 

2006), which includes an overview of transformational leaders and describes the four I’s as 402 

follows: Transformational leaders inspire followers to commit to a shared vision and goals for an 403 

organization or unit, challenge them to be innovative problem solvers, and develop followers’ 404 

leadership capacity via coaching, mentoring, and provision of both challenge and support. 405 

Transformational leaders behave in ways that allow them to serve as role models for their 406 

followers, as well as motivate and inspire them by providing meaning to their work. 407 

Transformational leaders also stimulate their followers’ efforts to be innovative and creative by 408 

questioning assumptions, reframing problems, and approaching old situations in new ways. 409 

Finally, transformational leaders pay special attention to e ach individual follower’s needs for 410 

achievement and growth by acting as a coach or mentor.  411 

Participants were provided a roster of their teammates and coaching staff and asked to 412 

rate each person according to how strongly they feel that they displayed the behaviours described 413 

in the definitions. Participants rated each team member on the definitions provided above using a 414 

7-point Likert scale, ranging from one (strongly disagree) to seven (strongly agree). For the 415 

purpose of this study, only team members with an average rating of six or above were considered 416 

transformational leaders. We then divided the number of team members rated as a six or higher 417 

by the total number of team members, giving us a score that is standardized to team size. For 418 

example, if a soccer team has 26 members, and a participant rates seven people as being a six or 419 
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higher on the transformational scale, we would have a leadership score that is proportionate to 420 

the team size of 0.27 (7/26 = 0.27).  421 

Preliminary analysis 422 

Preliminary analyses were conducted using SPSS 25 software (IBM, 2025). No missing 423 

values were found. In order to account for the longitudinal data, change scores were calculated 424 

for the independent (i.e., DTLI), dependent variables (i.e., USES), and the mediator variable (i.e., 425 

(density of transformational team leadership). Change scores for our variables were calculated by 426 

subtracting scores at Time-point one from Time-point two by, Time-point two from time point 427 

Three, and Time-point one from Time-point three. For example, if a participant scored a four for 428 

Initiative at Time-point one and a five at Time-point two, their value for the change in Initiative 429 

from Time-point one to Time-point two would be one (5 – 4 = 1).  Next, descriptive statistics 430 

were calculated for each time point (see Table 1.).  431 

Paired sample t-tests were run to determine whether there were significant changes in the 432 

mean level values of each of our variables of interest between Time-point one and Time-point 433 

two, Time-point two and Time-point-three, and Time-point one and Time-point three. To test 434 

whether mediation analyses were appropriate, Pearson correlations were calculated at each time 435 

point using coaches’ transformational leadership (i.e., DTLI), athletes’ positive development (i.e., 436 

USES), and the density of transformational team leadership. In mediation, the effect of an 437 

independent variable on a dependent variable is transmitted through an intervening or mediating 438 

variable (Fritz & MacKinnon, 2007). In order for mediation to occur, there must be a relationship 439 

with a medium effect size (r = ³ .30) or greater between the independent variable and the 440 

dependent variable, the independent variable and the mediator, and the mediator and the 441 

dependent variable. 442 
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Results 443 

T-tests 444 

 We calculated paired sample t-tests to determine whether there were differences in 445 

coaches’ transformational leadership, athletes PD, and the density of transformational leadership 446 

across the different points of the season. There was a significant difference found between 447 

Initiative at T1 (M = 5.31, SD = 0.87) and Initiative at T3 (M = 5.62, SD = .075), t(29) = -1.96, p 448 

= 0.03. There was also a significant difference found between Social Exclusion at T1 (M = 3.61, 449 

SD = 1.30) and Social Exclusion at T3 (M = 3.16, SD = 1.32), t(29) = 1.78, p = 0.04. We also 450 

found Social Exclusion at T2 (M = 3.51, SD = 1.25) was significantly higher than Social 451 

Exclusion at T3 (M = 3.16, SD = 1.32), t(29) = 1.72, p = 0.05. Finally, coaches’ transformational 452 

leadership at T1 (M = 4.42, SD = 0.44) was found to be significantly higher than coaches’ 453 

transformational leadership at T3 (M = 4.19, SD = 0.62), t(29) = 2.30, p = 0.01. 454 

Correlations 455 

We calculated Pearson correlations at each time point between coaches’ transformational 456 

leadership and each of the dependent variables (i.e., nine subscales of athlete’s positive 457 

development, and the density of transformational team leadership), as well as between the 458 

density of transformational and the nine subscales of athletes’ positive development1 (see Table 459 

2.). Of note, due to the small sample size of this study, we inferred meaningful relationships as 460 

ones that either had a statistically significant relationship, or a correlation with a medium or 461 

greater effect size (r = ≥ .30). 462 

 In this section, all results will be reported according to the relationships between 463 

coaches’ transformational leadership and athlete PD outcomes, coaches’ transformational 464 

 
1 Adding the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale as a covariate did not impact our relationships. Therefore, 
to maximize power, we chose to omit it from our analysis. 
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leadership and the density of team transformational leadership, and the density of team 465 

transformational and athlete PD outcomes according to the independent variable at each time 466 

point, as well as its change between time points. 467 

Coaches’ Transformational Leadership 468 

 The following results section is organized according to how (Δ Time 1-Time 2, Δ Time 2-469 

Time 3, and Δ Time 1-Time 3) the independent variable was measured. 470 

Δ Time 1-Time 2. The change in coaches’ transformational leadership had a positive 471 

association with the change in Inappropriate Adult Behaviour from T2 to T3 (r = .45, p = .01). 472 

The change in coaches’ transformational leadership also had a positive relationship with a 473 

medium effect size with the change in Initiative from T1 to T3 (r = -.33, p = .08), and the change 474 

in Stress from T1 to T3 (r = -.32, p = .09). The change in coaches’ transformational leadership 475 

had a positive association the change in the density of transformational team leadership from T1 476 

to T2 (r = .38, p = .04). There was also a relationship with a medium effect size with the change 477 

in the density of transformational team leadership from T1 to T3 (r = .30, p = .11,). 478 

Δ Time 2-Time 3. The change in coaches’ transformational leadership had a significant 479 

negative relationship with the change in Inappropriate Adult Behaviour from T2 to T3 (r = -.42, 480 

p = .02,). There was also a medium effect size present with the change in Negative Peer 481 

Interactions from T2 to T3 (r = -.35, p = .06), and the change in Inappropriate Adult Behaviour 482 

from T1 to T3 (r = -.34, p = .07). The change in coaches’ transformational leadership had a 483 

relationship with a medium effect size with the change in the density of transformational team 484 

leadership from T1 to T2 (r = -.31, p = .09), and the change in the density of transformational 485 

team leadership from T2 to T3 (r = .36, p = .05). 486 
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Δ Time 1-Time 3. The change in coaches’ transformational leadership had a significant 487 

negative relationship with the change in Inappropriate Adult Behaviour from T1 to T3 (r = -.45, 488 

p = .01), and the change in Negative Peer Interactions from T2 to T3 (r = -.45, p = .01). The 489 

change in coaches’ transformational leadership had a relationship with a medium effect size with 490 

the change in density of transformational team leadership from T2 to T3 (r = .30, p = .11) 491 

Density of Transformational Team Leadership  492 

 The following results section is organized according to how (Δ Time 1-Time 2, Δ Time 2-493 

Time 3, and Δ Time 1-Time 3) the mediator variable was measured. 494 

Δ Time 1-Time 2. The change in the density of transformational team leadership was not 495 

associated with any of the athlete PD outcomes. 496 

Δ Time 2-Time 3. The change in the density of transformational team leadership was 497 

found to have a significant positive relationship with the change in Initiative from T2 to T3 (r 498 

.52, p = .00), as well as the change in Adult Networks and Social Capital from T2 to T3 (r = .57, 499 

p = .00).  500 

Δ Time 1-Time 3. The change in the density of transformational team leadership was 501 

found to be significantly positively associated with the change in Basic Skills from T2 to T3 (r = 502 

.40, p = .03). 503 

Mediation 504 

Our results indicated an absence of relationships needed to justify mediation. That is, in 505 

no instance did we concurrently find a relationship between the independent variable and a 506 

dependent variable, the independent variable and the mediator, and the mediator and a dependent 507 

variable. Therefore, mediation was not tested. Given that our study was under powered, we also 508 

evaluated whether mediation was warranted using medium effect sizes in lieu of significant 509 



 25 

relationships. That is, if the effect size between the independent variable and a dependent 510 

variable, the independent variable and the mediator, and the mediator and a dependent variable 511 

were all medium or greater, we would consider exploring mediation. Results did not support 512 

pursuing mediation analyses. 513 

Discussion 514 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of the cascade effect on the 515 

relationship between coaches’ transformational leadership and athletes’ positive development 516 

over time. Over the course of a season, we asked university student athletes to report on their 517 

coaches’ transformational leadership, the transformational leadership of their teammates, and 518 

their positive development. Several important findings were recorded. First, there did not appear 519 

to be a lot of overall growth in athletes PD or the density of transformational team leadership 520 

across a season, and coaches transformational leadership decreased significantly from the 521 

beginning of the season to the end. Second, our results indicated that higher levels of 522 

transformational leadership from coaches was correlated with positive developmental outcomes 523 

at different time points. Third, growth in the number of transformational leaders on a team was 524 

also positively correlated to a corresponding increase in positive developmental outcomes. 525 

Finally, our results indicated some evidence for the existence of the cascade effect, however, the 526 

cascade effect did not appear to be necessary for positive development to occur when coaches 527 

used transformational coaching behaviours.  528 

Does TFL and PD increase over a season? 529 

 Altogether, there was very little change in the mean level values of athletes PD across the 530 

season. The exceptions being Initiative and Social Exclusion, where there were significant 531 

medium effects of time. Athletes were more likely to become better at setting and achieving 532 
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goals, problem-solving, managing their time, and setting priorities over the course of the season. 533 

They also experienced fewer instances of social cliques and feeling left out, or like they didn’t 534 

belong. University sport has been previously shown to be a setting where SAs had to develop 535 

strategies to balance sport and school (Rathwell & Young, 2018). They also learned to set sport-536 

specific goals, which translated to goal setting within their everyday lives (Rathwell & Young, 537 

2018). Their experiences in university sport may have contributed to the increase we found in 538 

Initiative-based outcomes across the sport season, as the athletes made efforts to overcome the 539 

demands of athletics and academics. SAs have also described that being on a university sport 540 

team felt like a family, where they felt connected to their teammates (Rathwell & Young, 2018). 541 

As these relationships develop over the course of the season, SAs may be less likely to 542 

experience instances of being left out due to the friendships they have cultivated, contributing to 543 

reductions in Social Exclusion. 544 

 The density of transformational team leadership did not appear to increase or decrease 545 

substantially over the course of the season. One potential explanation is how transformational 546 

leaders were operationalized in this study. Specifically, identifying a transformational leader as 547 

someone rated six or higher on the Likert scale prevented us from capturing changes occurring 548 

below that threshold. For instance, a player who was rated as a two at the start of the season and 549 

a five at the end would have shown a notable increase in transformational leadership, yet this 550 

improvement would not be reflected in our results because they still did not meet the cutoff of 551 

six. This suggests that while the number of athletes rated as high in transformational leadership 552 

(i.e., six or above) may remain relatively stable throughout the season, increases may be 553 

occurring among athletes who present lower levels of transformational leadership (scores of five 554 

or below). 555 
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This interpretation aligns with previous research on athlete leadership. Loughead et al. (2006) 556 

found that athletes nominated as team or peer leaders at the beginning of the season were highly 557 

likely to remain leaders at the end of the season. Although they did note some leader turnover 558 

within teams, this was largely attributed to teams responding to specific needs across the season. 559 

For example, teams with strong chances of success might be more inclined to rely on veteran 560 

players rather than rookies; veterans are also more likely to receive higher transformational 561 

leadership ratings. Consequently, transformational team leadership may appear stable over the 562 

course of a season because athletes with consistently high leadership ratings remain in key roles.  563 

Finally, mean-level values for coaches’ transformational leadership decreased 564 

significantly from the beginning of the season to the end. This is somewhat concerning, given 565 

that previous research has demonstrated that higher levels of coach transformational leadership 566 

are associated with a range of positive athlete outcomes, including personal development and 567 

prosocial behaviour (Albuquerque et al., 2021; Price & Weiss, 2013). Thus, a decline in coaches’ 568 

transformational leadership is counter to what one might expect or hope to see across a season. 569 

Interestingly, similar findings have been reported in prior literature. Kao et al. (2020) found that 570 

football coaches initially rated as highly transformational exhibited a decrease in perceived 571 

coaching competency over the course of a season, whereas coaches low in transformational 572 

leadership showed increases in competency ratings. They proposed this may reflect the nature of 573 

transformational leadership: by fostering athletes’ autonomy, growth, and development, athletes 574 

may become increasingly independent and less reliant on the coach over time.  575 

One dimension that may explain this shift is intellectual stimulation, which involves 576 

encouraging athletes to think for themselves and gradually assume more responsibility and 577 

leadership within the team (Avolio & Bass, 2002). If coaches are effectively engaging in 578 
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intellectual stimulation early in the season, athletes may increasingly take ownership of decision-579 

making and leadership roles as the season progresses. In the present study, coaches were rated as 580 

highly transformational at the beginning of the season (M = 4.42 on a five-point Likert scale). 581 

Although this mean decreased significantly by season’s end, it remained relatively high (M = 582 

4.19). Therefore, it is possible that the decrease in perceived transformational leadership may 583 

reflect developmental shifts in athlete independence. As athletes grew and required less 584 

guidance, coaches’ transformational behaviours may have been perceived as less prominent—not 585 

necessarily because coaches were less transformational, but because their athletes had developed 586 

and now required fewer transformational behaviours from them. 587 

Transformational coaches can influence athlete PD in the university setting 588 

Coaches’ transformational leadership was related to several positive developmental 589 

outcomes. Most consistently, when athletes reported that their coach’s transformational 590 

leadership increased over different time points of the season, they also reported experiencing 591 

fewer perceptions of inappropriate behaviours, interactions, or expectations from their sport 592 

leaders. Athletes also reported reductions in experiences of immoral, or risky behaviour, and 593 

mental and emotional strain related to their university sport experience. Thus, transformational 594 

leadership from coaches can have an impact on mitigating negative relationships for athletes.  595 

It is interesting to note that our findings mainly highlighted the reduction in negative 596 

experiences, rather than the improvement in positive outcomes. This may be due to the increased 597 

association between university sport and stressors for university athletes (Rathwell and Young, 598 

2016). Specifically, when they had a coach who displayed higher levels of transformational 599 

leadership, they reported fewer instances of partaking in immoral behaviours, and consuming 600 

alcohol or drugs. They also reported fewer exposures with leaders who were controlling or 601 
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manipulative, put down their ideas, or talked down to them. This is important given that the 602 

increased demands that emerging adults face, coupled with the need to balance academics and 603 

athletics, has been shown to lead to mental and physical exhaustion (Young et al., 2023). As a 604 

result, student athletes might more easily notice a greater reduction in negative experiences like 605 

immoral peer interactions and inappropriate adult behaviour if they have a good support system 606 

(i.e., transformational coach).  607 

In previous literature, when the athletes felt that their coach supported them and they 608 

could talk to them without judgement, their perceptions of their mental health were more positive 609 

(Young et al., 2023). Similarly, when rating coaches on transformational leadership, athletes in 610 

this study responded to items related to how much their coach treats each team member as an 611 

individual, gives them praise when they do good work, and is a good role model for them to 612 

follow. Therefore, it is understandable that when coaches exhibited these transformational 613 

behaviours, athletes appeared to be more aware of fewer incidents of leaders who treat them 614 

poorly and were dissuaded from engaging in behaviours that are morally inappropriate.  615 

Having transformational athletes on the team matters 616 

The change in density of transformational team leadership was also correlated with a 617 

number of positive developmental outcomes. Most notably, when athletes reported that the 618 

density of transformational leaders on their team increased from the middle to the end of the 619 

season, they also reported increased feelings of having developed off-campus social networks 620 

and a feeling of support and belongingness in their community during the same time frame. They 621 

also reported fewer instances of being left out. These results suggest transformational athlete 622 

leaders are especially important for developing social capital. This may stem from the athlete 623 

leader’s role in guiding their teammates and helping them make connections outside of the 624 
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university sport context. For instance, athlete leaders have been previously identified individuals 625 

who facilitate opportunities for their teammates to contribute to their communities (i.e., 626 

volunteering, community engagement, etc.; Deal and Camiré, 2016). Sports have been shown to 627 

promote linkages to the community (Fraser-Thomas & Côté, 2009), and these findings suggest 628 

that athlete leaders are instrumental in facilitating these relationships.   629 

Athletes also reported that their self-navigation, creativity, and ability to find information 630 

also increased with the density of transformational team leadership. More specifically, they were 631 

better at setting goals, problem solving, time-management, and their artistic and creative skills 632 

improved. Previous studies have examined the effect of transformational athlete leaders and had 633 

similar findings, describing that transformational athlete leaders were more likely to have 634 

teammates who were interested in learning skills and pursue challenging tasks (Price & Weiss, 635 

2013). However, Price and Weiss (2013) examined an adolescent population and did not assess 636 

the growth of athlete leadership networks. When looking at our longitudinal data, we found 637 

developmental outcomes improved as the number of transformational leaders on their team 638 

increased, suggesting that having a greater number of transformational leaders is conducive to 639 

positive development. Previous research has supported this sentiment of “the more the merrier” 640 

(Neubert, 1999), and athletes have reported that the ideal number of leaders on a team is 85% 641 

(Crozier et al., 2013), making up almost the entire roster. Taken together, these studies emphasize 642 

the importance of transformational peer leaders and suggest that more transformational athletes 643 

one can have on a team the better. 644 

There is some evidence for that the cascade effect exists, but it doesn’t make leaders more 645 

effective at facilitating developmental outcomes. 646 
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According to Bass et al. (1987), transformational leaders are effective in part because 647 

they foster a network of transformational leaders among their followers. That is, when leaders 648 

display transformational behaviours, these behaviours tend to be replicated by immediate 649 

followers, and the trend continues throughout the organization. This "cascade effect" is believed 650 

to amplify the positive impacts of transformational leadership. 651 

To evaluate the cascade effect, two aspects must be examined: (1) whether 652 

transformational leadership spreads across an organization, and (2) whether this spread enhances 653 

leadership effectiveness. Mean-based analysis suggested that overall, the density of 654 

transformational team leadership did not change over the course of the season, and coaches’ 655 

transformational leadership was generally found to decrease significantly from the beginning to 656 

the end of the season. However, we found that when coaches’ transformational leadership did 657 

increase from the beginning to the middle of the season, it was significantly associated with 658 

increases in the number of transformational team leaders during the same period. Moreover, 659 

relationships with medium effect sizes suggest that when coaches become more transformational 660 

from the middle of the season to the end, the number of transformational team leaders increases 661 

across the full season. However, growth in coaches’ transformational leadership from the 662 

beginning of the season to the end did not appear to be associated with growth in the density of 663 

transformational team leadership. 664 

One possible explanation for this temporal pattern is that 36.7% (n = 11) of athletes 665 

reported being coached by their current coach for less than one year, and 20% (n = 6) were new 666 

to the institution. This suggests that the beginning-to-middle of the season represented the 667 

athletes’ initial interactions with their coach. Shipherd et al. (2018) found that coaches 668 

undergoing successful transitions often prioritize relationship-building and time investment, 669 
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which may have increased athletes' exposure to transformational behaviours. Additionally, the 670 

arrival of a new coach may have encouraged athlete leaders to take on greater leadership 671 

responsibilities to help maintain team stability. As such, the most pronounced growth in 672 

transformational team leadership likely occurred during this early-season period, coinciding with 673 

the establishment of new coach-athlete dynamics. 674 

Although the associations we found provided some evidence for the existence of the 675 

cascade effect (Bass et a., 1987), they suggest that the cascade effect doesn’t help coaches foster 676 

athletes’ positive developmental outcomes when using transformational leadership. Specifically, 677 

in all cases where coaches’ transformational leadership was related to athlete positive 678 

development, their transformational leadership was either not related to the number of 679 

transformational athletes on the team, or the number of transformational athletes was not related 680 

to the positive developmental outcome in question.  681 

A potential explanation may lie in the nature of the dependent variable examined. Much 682 

of the existing research on the cascade effect has focused on performance-related outcomes. For 683 

example, Byun et al. (2020) found indirect effects of employer’s transformational leadership on 684 

employee task performance. Similarly, Mach et al. (2022) reported that transformational 685 

leadership enhanced team performance via increased team cohesion—a construct closely related 686 

to transformational athlete leadership, which also involves inspiring commitment to shared goals 687 

and prioritizing collective over individual success. Taken together, these studies suggest that a 688 

higher number of transformational athlete leaders may be more likely to impact the relationship 689 

between coaches’ transformational leadership and team performance than the positive 690 

developmental outcomes measured in this study.  691 

Limitations and future directions 692 
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Longitudinal research presents a number of advantages. It allows researchers to follow 693 

changes in groups over time, limits recall bias by collecting data prospectively, and establishes a 694 

sequence of events (Caruana et al., 2015). While longitudinal research is a more comprehensive 695 

approach, it can result in less people participating or greater levels of attrition (Caruana et al., 696 

2015). This can result with incomplete data or reduced participation at each successive time 697 

point, a problem we faced. For this study, our power analysis indicated that we required a 698 

minimum of 55 participants to achieve a power of .8 and an alpha of 0.05. We completed this 699 

study with only 30 participants.  700 

Since we required multiple defined time points of the season, we had to set a strict cutoff 701 

date for the completion of the first survey. Moreover, once athletes played their first games, they 702 

could no longer be recruited. This meant that, during their preseason, players had to agree to take 703 

part in the study, as well as complete survey one. This is a known busy time in a student-athletes 704 

calendar and previous studies have shown increases in training load during preseason compared 705 

to regular season (Wellman et al., 2019). Athletes also had to be willing to participate in surveys 706 

two and three in the future, while they were in the midst of their season and school semester, 707 

balancing academics and their training schedule. As a result, we saw significant dropout from T1 708 

to T2 (n = 7) and T2 to T3 (n = 6). As the sample sized decreased, our power to detect a real 709 

relationship decreased. This is important to consider because the absence of significant 710 

relationships negated our rationale to explore mediation. Thus, it is possible that with a larger 711 

sample size we might have found more potential for mediated pathways, but our findings suggest 712 

that this is unlikely. With this said, we did also explore justification for mediation using effect 713 

sizes in the absence of significant relationships and they supported our decision. These secondary 714 

analyses give us more confidence in our final decision not to pursue mediation.  715 
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Another limitation was that we only acquired data from one institution. Having data from 716 

only one institution limits our ability to generalize the results. Specifically, coaches from the host 717 

institution were rated as highly transformational at the beginning of their respective seasons (M = 718 

4.42). Therefore, it may be that within this program, coaches with similar values and coaching 719 

philosophies were hired. This may not apply to all institutions. Thus, future research on the 720 

cascade effect and positive development would benefit from including a number of athletic 721 

programs, where coaching profiles may differ.  722 

Another limitation was that our sample was disproportionately female (66.7%). This has 723 

potential to affect our findings, as previous literature has reported differences in the positive 724 

developmental outcomes that females and males have in sport (Kilic & Ince, 2021; O’Connor et 725 

al., 2020). Specifically, males have scored higher on self-confidence, competence, and cognitive 726 

skills (O’Connor et al., 2020), while females have scored higher on connection and character 727 

(Kilic & Ince, 2021) as a result of their participation in sport. A previous study by Nuzzo et al. 728 

(2023) investigated the different factors that differentiated males and females when it came to 729 

deciding to participate in research studies. They found women were more concerned about the 730 

impact of the study on society and their confidence in the researchers, and men were more 731 

largely influenced by the impact of the study on their own health and learning something new 732 

about themselves.  733 

Females were also more likely to participate in survey-based studies than males. In order 734 

to appeal to the male population, future researchers can try to incorporate a way to place a 735 

greater emphasis on explaining the benefits of transformational leadership and how the results of 736 

the study may directly impact the participants. In the case of this study, there weren’t very many 737 
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implications that directly influenced the individual participants, but the findings do benefit the 738 

student athlete population, which could have been better articulated during recruitment.  739 

We also had an uneven representation of sport. A disproportionate number of participants 740 

played either soccer or ringette (70%), and only 6.7% (n = 2) of participants were involved in an 741 

individual sport. Previous studies have shown athletes in individual sports develop higher levels 742 

of self-esteem, self-efficacy, resilience, and perseverance than athletes on team sports (Šagát et 743 

al., 2021; Laborde et al., 2016), while team sports have been shown to foster skills such as 744 

communication, cooperation, and conflict resolution (Jones, D., 2024). Future studies could 745 

benefit from ensuring a wider variety of participants in order to improve the generalizability of 746 

their results. Different sports may experience different relationships with their coaches (e.g., 747 

rugby teams have a large number of players and not all of them will have the same relationship 748 

with their coaches), and therefore, evaluating a range can give researchers a better insight into 749 

how transformational leadership will impact their PD. 750 

Another limitation concerns the way transformational team leadership density was 751 

assessed. Of note, we provided our own definition of transformational leadership, which has not 752 

been previously validated. As a result, participants may not have fully understood the construct 753 

when reflecting on their teammates. A limitation also existed in how we analyzed the data. 754 

Specifically, we classified team members as either transformational leaders or not based on a 755 

cutoff of six or higher on the Likert scale. This dichotomous approach may have restricted our 756 

ability to detect the cascade effect of transformational leadership throughout the team by limiting 757 

the variability in our measure. For example, an athlete who was rated as a one at the beginning of 758 

the season and a five at the end would have meaningful growth in transformational leadership; 759 

yet, because they did not cross the threshold of six, this improvement would not be captured by 760 
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our analysis. Future research would benefit from assessing transformational team leadership with 761 

a continuous measure, or by using the average level of transformational leadership across the 762 

team. These approaches may allow researchers to identify increases in transformational 763 

leadership among student-athletes that fall below the dichotomous threshold but still reflect 764 

important development and social contagion effects.  765 

A final limitation was that we focused only on psychosocial development and did not 766 

assess metrics that have been more closely tied to the cascade effect in the past. As noted earlier, 767 

the evidence that exists for the cascade effect is tied to performance outcomes (e.g., Byun et al., 768 

2020). This is important because we had some evidence to suggest the cascade effect does exist 769 

in the university sport context. However, our findings suggest that the cascade effect does not 770 

exist for the PD related variables we examined in this study.  771 
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CHAPTER 3: GENERAL DISCUSSION 772 

Theoretical Contributions 773 

Our results make several notable contributions to the sport and leadership literature. In 774 

sport, there is a large body of literature on the positive effects of transformational coaching and 775 

athletes’ positive development. For instance, transformational coaches have been linked to 776 

improvements in their athletes’ goal setting, teamwork, social and cognitive skills, and initiative 777 

(Vella et al., 2013; Albuequerque et al., 2021). However, there has been a lack of studies 778 

investigating the mechanisms through which this occurs (Turnnidge et al., 2016). This study is 779 

the first to our knowledge to provide evidence for the existence of the cascade effect in sport. 780 

Our findings suggest that it is likely that the cascade effect does exist in a sport setting, however 781 

it does not appear to be mechanism through which we can learn more about the positive impact 782 

that coaches’ transformational behaviours have on athletes’ positive development. Due to our 783 

small sample size we may have been lacking the power to identify these relationships, and 784 

therefore more work is needed to know why/how transformational leadership promotes PD.  785 

In the leadership domain, our findings add to the knowledge about the FRLM (Avolio & 786 

Bass, 2002). Our findings support previous notions that transformational leadership cascades 787 

throughout organizations. We showed this in a novel university sport setting. Our results also 788 

showed that although transformational leadership does create a trickle-down effect in the 789 

university sport setting, it does not add to or subtract from the initial benefits of using 790 

transformational leadership alone when promoting positive development in university athletes. 791 

These findings suggest that the cascade effect may only be an explanatory construct for 792 

performance-based outcomes, which have typically been studied in occupational settings (Byun 793 

et al., 2020; Bass et al., 1987).  794 
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Methodological Contributions 795 

This study also makes a significant methodological contribution to the literature. Previous 796 

studies have only examined the cascade effect using a cross-sectional study design (Byun et al., 797 

2020; Bass et al., 1987). This study is the first to examine the cascade effect longitudinally. 798 

Collecting data longitudinally allowed a more nuanced understanding of the cascade effect. For 799 

instance, we were able to see that growth in coaches’ transformational leadership was more 800 

important that their ratings at time one. We were also able to detect when this growth was most 801 

impactful.  Notably, growth in coaches’ transformational leadership from the beginning to the 802 

middle of the season had the most significant effect on the growth in transformational team 803 

leaders during the same time frame. There was also a relationship with a medium effect size that 804 

suggested growth in coaches’ transformational leadership from the beginning to the middle of the 805 

season was related to growth in transformational athlete leadership from the beginning to the end 806 

of the season. The longitudinal nature of this study helps to further our understanding of the 807 

FRLM (Avolio & Bass, 2002) in sport, suggesting that a coach’s behaviours may be the most 808 

impactful for developing leadership in the early stages of an athlete’s season.  809 

Practical Contributions 810 

 This study provides several practical implications for coaches and athletic programs. 811 

First, it provides further support for the use of transformational behaviours in a sport setting, 812 

which may contribute to improvements in mental health and overall wellbeing for the athletes. 813 

This is true at all levels of leadership assessed in this study. For example, our results suggest that 814 

developing transformational coaching can mitigate some of the negative experiences of 815 

university sport that student-athletes experience. These include reduced experiences of 816 

inappropriate adult behaviour and immoral or risky behaviour. This study also provides evidence 817 
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that an increased number of transformational team leaders has positive developmental benefits, 818 

especially related to developing adult networks and social capital, basic skills, and initiative. 819 

Together, these findings suggest coaches and programs should aim to create environments 820 

conducive to the development of transformational leadership on their teams in order to help 821 

improve athletes’ perceptions of social capital, initiative, and basic skills.  822 

Second, this study indicated that athletes adopted and emulated the transformational 823 

behaviours of their coaches. Thus, it is likely that interventions that target coaches’ 824 

transformational leadership will have an additional benefit of resulting in more transformational 825 

athlete leaders. While this did not seem to mediate the relationship with positive development, it 826 

does not mean that we should disregard the benefits of transformational leadership. Previous 827 

studies have shown that effective athlete leaders contribute to increasing team confidence, goal 828 

setting, communication, and success (Fransen et al., 2014; Crozier et al., 2013), and our study 829 

helps further illustrate the importance of developing transformational leadership to capitalize on 830 

these benefits. 831 

Conclusion 832 

 Overall, the findings from this study offer support for the use of transformational 833 

coaching and some initial evidence of the cascade effect in a sport setting. Specifically, we found 834 

transformational coaching created a healthier, more empowering environment that helps athletes 835 

grow as people. Our results shows that transformational coaching doesn’t just impact athletes 836 

directly – it also shapes team culture in a way that spreads leadership, fosters personal growth, 837 

and protects athletes from negative experiences. When coaches lead with inspiration, support, 838 

and a focus on development, it creates a ripple effect: team leaders adopt similar behaviors, 839 

which in isolation benefits the whole team. Although the impact of transformational coaching is 840 
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not mediated by the cascade effect, having more transformational teams (coaches and athlete 841 

leaders) can create an environment where athletes feel more connected socially, gain important 842 

life skills, and face fewer harmful experiences.  843 

844 
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1005 

Variable Mean SD Skew Kurt 
T1     
Initiative 5.31 0.87 -1.35 -0.83 
Basic Skills 4.63 0.86 -3.35 2.73 
Interpersonal Relationships 5.53 0.78 -0.70 -0.87 
Teamwork 5.70 0.56 0.26 -0.94 
Adult Networks and Social Capital 4.46 1.51 -0.93 -0.72 
Stress 4.80 1.03 -0.67 -0.58 
Negative Peer Interactions 2.18 0.86 2.14 0.45 
Social Exclusion 3.61 1.30 -1.16 -1.16 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour 2.35 1.04 1.14 -0.55 
Density of Team TFL 0.31 0.19 4.28 4.20 
Coaches TFL 4.42 0.44 -2.67 0.81 
T2     
Initiative 5.47 0.73 -1.42 -0.81 
Basic Skills 4.66 0.88 -1.26 0.23 
Interpersonal Relationships 5.39 0.71 -0.74 -0.75 
Teamwork 5.81 0.65 -3.77 5.70 
Adult Networks and Social Capital 4.46 1.59 -0.77 -0.94 
Stress 4.88 0.91 -1.60 -0.81 
Negative Peer Interactions 2.18 0.94 1.00 -0.92 
Social Exclusion 3.51 1.25 -0.72 -1.06 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour 2.54 1.31 2.26 0.63 
Density of Team TFL 0.30 0.22 3.02 2.47 
Coaches TFL 4.38 0.51 -3.00 0.78 
T3     
Initiative 5.62 0.75 -3.63 2.69 
Basic Skills 4.74 1.03 -1.84 -0.36 
Interpersonal Relationships 5.49 0.85 -2.07 0.66 
Teamwork 5.76 0.67 -0.93 -0.53 
Adult Networks and Social Capital 4.49 1.60 -1.12 -0.88 
Stress 4.85 1.03 -1.21 0.23 
Negative Peer Interactions 2.13 0.81 0.70 -0.55 
Social Exclusion 3.16 1.32 0.95 -0.02 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour 2.58 1.23 2.14 0.20 
Density of Team TFL 0.33 0.20 1.88 -0.25 
Coaches TFL 4.19 0.62 -1.93 -0.04 

Table 1. Descriptives Table 
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Table 1. Descriptives Table Ctd. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Variable Mean SD Skew Kurt 
∆T1-T2     
Initiative 0.16 0.83 -0.88 2.01 
Basic Skills 0.03 0.95 -0.12 0.07 
Interpersonal Relationships -1.40 0.62 -0.60 -0.08 
Teamwork 0.11 0.72 -2.26 3.53 
Adult Networks and Social Capital 0.00 1.72 -0.42 0.51 
Stress -0.08 1.16 -0.51 1.35 
Negative Peer Interactions 0.00 0.92 -1.09 1.16 
Social Exclusion -0.10 1.27 0.03 0.64 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour 1.07 1.07 1.67 1.39 
Density of Team TFL 0.20 0.20 1.74 2.57 
Coaches TFL -0.04 0.38 -1.47 1.16 
∆T2-T3     
Initiative 0.15 0.55 1.58 1.12 
Basic Skills 0.08 0.65 -0.74 -0.10 
Interpersonal Relationships 0.11 0.71 -0.47 -0.37 
Teamwork -0.05 0.68 0.33 -0.42 
Adult Networks and Social Capital 0.03 1.06 0.88 1.53 
Stress -0.03 1.11 -1.98 2.80 
Negative Peer Interactions -0.04 0.84 2.35 3.46 
Social Exclusion -0.36 1.13 1.28 0.14 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour 0.04 0.66 -1.70 0.84 
Density of Team TFL 0.04 0.17 4.40 10.81 
Coaches TFL -0.19 0.63 -2.19 4.02 
∆T1-T3     
Initiative 0.31 0.87 -0.44 1.04 
Basic Skills 0.11 0.99 -1.09 1.12 
Interpersonal Relationships -0.03 0.57 0.49 1.12 
Teamwork 0.07 0.64 -0.33 -0.17 
Adult Networks and Social Capital 0.03 1.35 0.49 0.42 
Stress 0.06 0.96 -0.91 0.61 
Negative Peer Interactions -0.04 0.59 -0.16 1.73 
Social Exclusion -0.46 1.40 -0.02 -0.05 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour 0.23 1.01 300 2.31 
Density of Team TFL 0.02 0.17 0.40 1.59 
Coaches TFL -0.23 0.55 -2.79 0.80 
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Table 2. Pearsons Correlation Table 

Dependent variable Coaches TFL Density of team TFL 
 ∆T1-T2 ∆T2-T3 ∆T1-T3 ∆T1-T2 ∆T2-T3 ∆T1-T3 

∆T1-T2       
Initiative -.23 .03 -.13 .20 -.44* -.21 
Basic Skills -.17 .13 .03 -.08 -.06 -.16 
Interpersonal Relationships .02 -.11 -.11 -.09 .07 -.04 
Teamwork .06 -.03 .01 -.08 -.18 -.28 
Adult Networks and Social Capital -.01 .16 .18 -.06 -.25 -.33 
Stress -.05 -.06 -.11 -.08 -.25 -.34 
Negative Peer Interactions -.12 .25 .20 -.18 .07 -.15 
Social Exclusion -.25 .05 -.12 .15 -.20 -.01 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour -.37* -.06 -.32 -.01 -.20 -.22 
Density of Team TFL .38* -.31 -.09 1.00 -.61** .59** 
∆T2-T3       
Initiative -.17 .29 .22 -.24 .52** .24 
Basic Skills .19 .00 .14 .24 .11 .40* 
Interpersonal Relationships -.17 .26 .17 .06 .00 .08 
Teamwork -.21 .20 .09 -.17 .22 .02 
Adult Networks and Social Capital .10 .07 .15 -.24 .57** .28 
Stress -.22 .17 .04 -.09 .18 .07 
Negative Peer Interactions -.07 -.35 -.45* .05 -.04 .02 
Social Exclusion .25 -.25 -.11 .20 -.28 -.04 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour .45* -.42* -.17 .16 .02 .21 
Density of Team TFL -.16 .36 .30 -.61** 1.00 .28 
∆T1-T3       
Initiative -.33 .21 .02 .04 -.09 -.04 
Basic Skills -.03 .12 .12 .08 .02 .11 
Interpersonal Relationships -.19 .19 .09 -.02 .07 .05 
Teamwork -.16 .18 .10 -.26 .02 -.30 
Adult Networks and Social Capital .06 .26 .34 -.27 .12 -.20 
Stress -.32 .12 -.09 -.20 -.08 -.33 
Negative Peer Interactions -.28 -.12 -.33 -.21 .05 -.20 
Social Exclusion -.03 -.16 -.20 .30 -.40* -.05 
Inappropriate Adult Behaviour -.10 -.34 -.45* .09 -.20 -.09 
Density of Team TFL .30 -.01 .19 .59** .28 1.00 

Note. * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01  
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Figure 1. The cascade effect in sport. 

 

Note. This figure demonstrates how transformational leadership cascades throughout an 
organization. It begins with a transformational leader (e.g. a coach), whose behaviours are 
replicated by their immediate followers (e.g. team leaders) and they become transformational 
themselves. This trend continues and creates more transformational leaders.   

Transformational 
Coach

Transformational Team 
Leaders

Transformational 
Teammates
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Appendix A 
Coach Recruitment Letter 

 
Subject line: Sport psychology research opportunity for athletes 
  
To whom it may concern, 

 
My name is Olivia Hawkins and I am a graduate student completing my Masters Thesis 

under the supervision of Dr. Rathwell in the Kinesiology department at the University of 
Lethbridge. I am reaching out to you because I am interested in including the athletes on your 
team in my study titled Transformational leadership and positive development: Assessing the 
cascade effect in university sport. This is a research study that aims to examine the effect of 
transformational team leadership on the relationship between coaches’ behaviours and athlete 
positive development in the university sport context. 

 
The athletes who choose to participate will be sent a link and asked to complete three 

rounds of surveys over the course of the season, at the beginning, middle and end. Each round 
should take the participants no longer than 20-30 minutes. Coaches are not allowed to participate 
in the surveys. 

 
If possible, I would like to arrange a time before or after a practice, prior to the 

commencement of the season, where I can come and describe the study, so that the athletes have 
a better understanding of what I am asking of them. Following this, I would be sending you an 
athlete recruitment letter with my contact information to send out to the team. 

 
This study is being conducted in accordance with the Human Participant Research 

Committee at the University of Lethbridge and has been reviewed for ethical acceptability and 
approved by the University of Alberta Research Ethics Office (Pro00142215). Athletes 
participation in this research will be completely voluntary. You and the athletes will also reserve 
the right to withdraw from the study at any time. There will be no negative consequences should 
you wish to withdraw from the study. If you withdraw from the study, any information collected 
from your team will be destroyed upon your request. 

 
If you are interested in allowing your team to take place in this study, or if you have any 

questions, please reply back to the primary researcher, Olivia Hawkins, at this email 
(olivia.hawkins@uleth.ca). If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in 
research, you may also contact the Office of Research & Innovation Services at the University of 
Lethbridge by phone at 403-329-2431 or by email at oris@uleth.ca.  
 
Thank you for your consideration,  
 
Olivia Hawkins, BSc.  
Scott Rathwell, PhD  
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University of Lethbridge  
Faculty of Arts & Science  
Department of Kinesiology & Physical Education  
4401 University Drive  
Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada  
T1K 3M4  
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Appendix B 
Athlete Recruitment Letter 

 
Subject line: Sport psychology research opportunity for athletes 
 
To whom it may concern,  
 

You are being invited to participate in our current research study Transformational 
leadership and positive development: Assessing the cascade effect in university sport. This is a 
research study that aims to examine the effect of transformational team leadership on the 
relationship between coaches’ behaviours and athlete positive development in the university 
sport context. Data for this study will be collected for the purposes of Olivia Hawkins’ Master’s 
Thesis at the University of Lethbridge under the supervision of Dr. Scott Rathwell.   
 

For this study, you will be provided a link to complete the surveys. The first round will 
occur during your sport preseason, the second round of surveys will occur during the middle of 
your sport season, and finally, the third round of surveys will occur at the end of your sport 
season. At each time point you will be emailed a new link and asked to fill out three surveys 
regarding your coaches’ transformational behaviours, the density of transformational leadership 
on your team, and your positive development. Each round of surveys should take approximately 
20-30 minutes to complete. 
 

This study is being conducted in accordance with the Human Participant Research 
Committee at the University of Lethbridge and has been revied for ethical acceptability and 
approved by the University of Alberta Research Ethics Office (Pro00142215). Your participation 
in this research will be completely voluntary. You will also reserve the right to withdraw from 
the study at any time. There will be no negative consequences should you wish to withdraw from 
the study. If you withdraw from the study, any information collected from you will be destroyed 
upon your request.  
 

If you are interested in participating in this study, contact the primary researcher, Olivia 
Hawkins, via email at Olivia.hawkins@uleth.ca to inform her of your interest. Afterwards, you 
will be sent a Letter of Consent that will need to be signed and returned to Olivia Hawkins prior 
to participating. Once this form has been signed and returned, you will be emailed a 
demographic questionnaire that asks for various personal and sport-related information. 
Following this, the primary researcher will email you with a link for every round of surveys. 
 

If you have any questions about the study, please feel free to email the primary researcher 
at Olivia.hawkins@uleth.ca. If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in 
research, you may also contact the Office of Research & Innovation Services at the University of 
Lethbridge by phone at 403-329-2431 or by email at oris@uleth.ca.  
 
Thank you for your consideration,  
Olivia Hawkins, BSc.  
Scott Rathwell, PhD  
University of Lethbridge  
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Faculty of Arts & Science  
Department of Kinesiology & Physical Education  
4401 University Drive  
Lethbridge, Alberta, Canada  
T1K 3M4 
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Appendix C 
Letter of Consent 

 
 
 
 

 
Title of Study:  Transformational leadership and positive development: Assessing the cascade 
effect in university sport. 
Principal Investigator (student):  
Olivia Hawkins 
Graduate Student 
Department of Kinesiology 
University of Lethbirdge 
Lethbridge, AB 
Olivia.hawkins@uleth.ca 
 
Co-investigator (supervisor):  
Dr. Scott Rathwell 
Associate Professor 
Department of Kinesiology 
University of Lethbridge 
Lethbridge, AB 
Scott.rathwell@uleth.ca 
 
We invite you to participate in a study conducted by Olivia Hawkins examining transformational 
behaviours of coaches and team leaders at the university. Data for this study will be collected for 
the purposes of a Master’s Thesis at the University of Lethbridge for Olivia Hawkins under the 
supervision of Dr. Scott Rathwell. The purpose of this study is to explore if the relationship 
between coaches’ transformational behaviours and athletes’ positive development is mediated by 
the density of transformational leadership on a team. 
Procedures & Participant Responsibilities                                                                                                                 
Participation involves three points of contact in which the participant will receive a link to fill 
out three surveys. Each data collection point should take 20-30 minutes each. 
Participation includes the following: 

The first round of surveys will occur during your sport preseason. For the first round, you 
will be asked to complete two brief questionnaires, one that asks questions about 
demographic information and one that assesses social desirability. Your answers are 
strictly confidential and will be used to ensure that you are eligible to participate in the 
study. Your responses to this questionnaire will also be used during data analysis to adjust 
for variables that may affect the results of this study. You will also be asked to fill out 
three surveys regarding your coaches’ transformational behaviours, the density of 
transformational leadership on your team, and your positive development. In total, the 
surveys should take approximately 20-30 minutes. Your answers are strictly confidential 
and will be used to ensure that you are eligible to participate in the study. Your responses 
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will be used during data analysis. All analyses will be completed in the Psychology for 
Active Living and Sport Lab. 
 
The second round of surveys will occur during the middle of your sport season. You will 
be emailed a new link and asked to fill out three surveys regarding your coaches’ 
transformational behaviours, the density of transformational leadership on your team, and 
your positive development. In total, the surveys should take approximately 20-30 
minutes. Your answers are strictly confidential and will be used to ensure that you are 
eligible to participate in the study. Your responses will be used during data analysis. All 
analyses will be completed in the Psychology for Active Living and Sport Lab. 
 
Finally, the third round of surveys will occur at the end of your sport season. You will be 
emailed a new link and asked to fill out three surveys regarding your coaches’ 
transformational behaviours, the density of transformational leadership on your team, and 
your positive development. In total, the surveys should take approximately 20-30 
minutes. Your answers are strictly confidential and will be used to ensure that you are 
eligible to participate in the study. Your responses will be used during data analysis. All 
analyses will be completed in the Psychology for Active Living and Sport Lab. 
 

Potential Risks and Discomforts 
There are no foreseeable risks as a result of participation in this study. 
Benefits to Participants and/or Society 
The benefits of this study may be the contribution of applied insight on the novel mediating 
process between coach leadership and athlete positive development. The results may provide 
useful information for coaches and athletic programs to apply transformational behaviours and 
facilitate positive development. You will not benefit directly from participation in this research.  
Confidentiality  
Your anonymity will be protected by assigning an ID number to you, which will be used within 
the data set and to label your survey data. A master list linking your name to your ID number will 
be stored on a password-protected computer, which will be kept in the principal investigator’s 
locked laboratory. Only researchers associated with this study will have access to the master list 
and the data set, and all researchers will sign a confidentiality agreement. The master list and any 
other personally identifying information (such as consent forms) will be destroyed one year after 
the study has been completed. Other anonymous data including the DTLI, USES, and responses 
regarding the density of transformational leadership may be kept indefinitely. The data collected 
in this study will be used for research purposes only, which include a Master’s thesis.  
 
Freedom to Withdraw  
Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You are free to withdraw from this 
study at any time until the time of publication by contacting Olivia Hawkins 
(Olivia.hawkins@uleth.ca) or Scott Rathwell (Scott.Rathwell@uleth.ca). Upon withdraw, you 
may choose to have the data you have contributed until that point permanently destroyed (up 
until the time of publication).  
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Participants are also encouraged to skip questions that they do not feel comfortable answering. 
If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research participant, you may contact the 
University of Alberta Research Ethics Office at reoffice@ualberta.ca or 780-492-2615 and quote 
Ethics ID Pro00142215.  This office is independent of the study investigators. 
 
Anticipated uses of the data 
The results from this study will be used for research purposes, including a Master’s thesis. If you 
wish to receive a summary of the results from this study, you may contact Olivia Hawkins 
(Olivia.hawkins@uleth.ca).  
If you have further questions about this research, please contact either: 
 

Scott Rathwell, PhD    Olivia Hawkins, BSc.  
Dept. of Kinesiology    Dept. of Kinesiology 
University of Lethbridge   University of Lethbridge 
(403) 329-5188    (780) 667-8681 
Scott.Rathwell@uleth.ca   Olivia.hawkins@uleth.ca  

 
 
 
I have read (or have been read) the above information regarding this research study, and consent to 
participate in this study. 

- Yes 
- No 
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Appendix D 

The University Sport Experience Survey (USES) 

Instructions: The following questionnaire will assess the experiences afforded to you 

through your participation in university sport. Based on your current or recent involvement, 

please rate the level to which you agree or disagree with the following statements as they 

relate to your participation in your university sport program. 

1 

Strongly 

Disagree 

2 

Disagree 

3 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

4 

Uncertain 

5 

Somewhat 

Agree 

6 

Agree 

7 

Strongly 

Agree 

As a result of my involvement in university sport: 

1. I am better at setting goals for myself  

2. I am better at finding new ways of achieving my goals  

3. I am more capable of putting all my energy into an activity that is important to me  

4. I am better at pushing myself  

5. I more capable of focusing my attention  

6. I am better at developing plans for solving a problem  

7. I am better able to organize my time and not procrastinate  

8. I am better at setting my priorities  

9. I am better at practicing self-discipline  

10. I believe that I have improved my skills for finding information  

11. I feel that I have improved my computer skills and ability to use the internet  

12. I believe I have improve my creative skills  

13. I believe my artistic skills have improved  
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14. I have a better understanding of what I have in common with people from different 

backgrounds  

15. I have become better acquainted with someone from a different ethnic groups  

16. I have made more friends that come from different social classes (richer or poorer)  

17. I discuss morals and values more often with others  

18. I am more aware of the different obstacles other people face  

19. I am more appreciative of other people’s backgrounds  

20. I am more aware of how my emotions and attitude affect others in group situations  

21. I am better at giving feedback  

22. I am better at taking feedback  

23. I know more about the challenges of being a leader  

24. I am more confident that I can rise to the challenge when others are counting on me  

25. I am better at being in charge of a group of peers  

26. I am better at supporting others  

27. I am more capable of standing up for myself  

28. I believe I have come to know more people in the off-campus community  

29. I feel more supported by the off-campus community  

30. I feel more a part of my off-campus community  

31. I am frequently unable to study enough for tests  

32. I am unable to do things with family more often  

33. I am often stressed  

34. I often feel over-worked  

35. I often do things that are morally inappropriate  
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36. I often consume alcohol  

37. I frequently take drugs  

38. I often feel like I don’t belong  

39. I often feel left out  

40. I am frequently exposed to social cliques  

41. I am frequently exposed to leaders who are controlling and manipulative  

42. I am frequently exposed to leaders who make inappropriate sexual comments or jokes  

43. I am frequently exposed to leaders who put down my ideas  

44. I am frequently exposed to leaders who blame me for things beyond my control  

45. I am often exposed to leaders who play favorites  

46. I am often exposed to leaders who talk down to me  

Note. Initiative (items 1-9), Basic Skills (items 10-13), Interpersonal Relationships (items 

14-19), Teamwork and Social Skills (items 20-27), Adult Networks and Social Capital 

(items 28-30), Stress (items 31-34), Negative Peer Interactions (items 35-37), Social 

Exclusion (items 38-40), Inappropriate Adult Behavior (41-46).  
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Appendix E 

The Differentiated Transformational Leadership Inventory (DTLI) 

Instructions: The following questionnaire will assess the leadership behaviors of your coach. 

Based on your current or recent involvement, please rate the level to which you agree or 

disagree with the following statements as they relate to your experiences with your coach. 

1 

Not at all 

 

          

2 

Rarely 

3 

 Uncertain 

4 

Sometimes 

 

 

5 

All the 

time 

In my experience, my coach: 

1. Treats each team member as an individual 

2. Leads by example 

3. Talks enthusiastically about what needs to be accomplished* 

4. Will not settle for second best 

5. Tries to help us work out how to solve problems 

6. Praises athletes when they show improvement 

7. Encourages athletes to be team players 

8. Talks optimistically about the future* 

9. Recognizes that different athletes have different needs 

10. Is a good role model for me to follow 

11. Gets the team to work together for the same goal 

12. Gets me to re-think the way I do things 

13. Talks in a way that makes me believe I can succeed 

14. Gives us praise when we do good work 
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15. Insists on only the best performance 

16. Always recognizes our achievements 

17. Always sets a good example 

18. Considers that I have different strengths and abilities from others 

19. Challenges me to think about problems in new ways 

20. Expects a lot from us 

21. Gives me positive feedback when I perform well 

22. Leads by “doing” rather than simply “telling” 

23. Expresses confidence that goals will be achieved* 

24. Expects us to achieve high standards 

25. Personally praises me when I do outstanding work 

26. Shows performers how to looks at difficulties from a new angle 

27. Leads from the front whenever they can 

28. Develops a strong team attitude and spirit among athletes 

29. Helps team members to develop their strengths 

30. Always expects us to do our best 

31. Gives me special recognition when I do very good work 

Individual consideration: items 1, 9, 18, 29; Inspirational motivation: items 3, 8, 13, 23; 
Contingent reward: items 6, 14, 16, 21, 25, 31; Intellectual stimulation: items 5, 12, 19, 26; 
High performance expectations: items 4, 15, 20, 24; Appropriate role modelling: items 2, 10, 
17, 27; Fostering acceptance of group goals and teamwork: items 7, 11, 28 
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Appendix F 

Density of Transformational Team Leadership 

Instructions: The following questionnaire will assess the density of transformational 

leadership on your team. After carefully reading the definition of transformational leadership 

provided below, please rate each team member and member of the coaching staff according to 

how strongly you feel that they display the behaviors described. 

 

Transformational leaders inspire followers to commit to a shared vision and goals for an 

organization or unit, challenge them to be innovative problem solvers, and develop followers’ 

leadership capacity via coaching, mentoring, and provision of both challenge and support. 

Transformational leaders behave in ways that allow them to serve as role models for their 

followers, as well as motivate and inspire them by providing meaning to their work. 

Transformational leaders also stimulate their followers’ efforts to be innovative and creative by 

questioning assumptions, reframing problems, and approaching old situations in new ways. 

Finally, transformational leaders pay special attention to e ach individual follower’s needs for 

achievement and growth by acting as a coach or mentor.  

After learning what a transformational leader is, please rate each team member according to how 

strongly you feel that they are transformational leaders. 

 1 

Strongly 

Disagree 

2 

Disagree 

3 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

4 

Uncertain 

5 

Somewhat 

Agree 

6 

Agree 

7 

Strongly 

Agree 

Teammate 1        

Teammate 2        

Teammate....        
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Appendix G 

Marlowe-Crowne 13-item Social Desirability Scale 

Instructions: The following questionnaire will assess social desirability. Listed below are 

statements concerning personal attitudes and traits. Read each item and decide how it pertains 

to you. Indicate your response by circling either TRUE (T) or FALSE (F) next to the item. 

 

1. It is sometimes hard 
for me to go on with 
my work if I am not 
encouraged 

T F 

2. I sometimes feel 
resentful when I don’t 
get my way 

T F 

3. On a few occasions, I 
have given up doing 
something because I 
thought too little of 
my ability 

T F 

4. There have been times 
when I felt like 
rebelling against 
people in authority 
even though I knew 
they were right 

T F 

5. No matter who I am 
talking to, I’m always 
a good listener 

T F 

6. There have been 
occasions when I took 
advantage of someone 

T F 

7. I’m always willing to 
admit when I make a  
mistake 

T F 

8. I sometimes try to get 
even rather than 
forgive and forget 

T F 

9. I am always 
courteous, even to 
people who are 
disagreeable 

T F 
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10. I have never been 
irked when people 
expressed ideas very 
different from my own 

T F 

11. There have been times 
I was quite jealous of 
the good fortune of 
others 

T F 

12. I am sometimes 
irritated by people 
who ask favours of me 

T F 

13. I have never 
deliberately said 
something that hurt 
someone’s feelings 

T F 
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Appendix H 
Timeline 

July 2024: Reach out to coaches and recruit participants. 

Beginning of August 2024: 

Men’s + Women’s soccer: S1**  
Women’s rugby: S1** 
Men’s Football: S1** 

Women’s Field Hockey: S1** 

Beginning of September 2024: 

Men’s + Women’s basketball: S1** 
Track and field: S1** 

Swimming: S1** 
Men’s + Women’s Hockey: S1** 

Men’s Football: S2 
Cross Country: S1** 

Wrestling: S1** 
Men’s + Women’s Volleyball: S1** 

End of September 2024: 
Men’s + Women’s soccer: S2 

Women’s rugby: S2 
Women’s Field Hockey: S2 

End of October 2024 
Men’s Football: S3 

Women’s Field Hockey: S3 
Cross Country: S2 

Beginning of November 2024: 
Men’s + Women’s soccer: S3 

Women’s rugby: S3 
Cross Country: S3 

December 2024: 

Men’s + Women’s basketball: S2 
Swimming: S2 

Track and field: S2 
Men’s + Women’s Hockey: S2 

Men’s + Women’s Volleyball: S2 
February 2024: Wrestling: S2 

March 2024: 

Men’s + Women’s basketball: S3 
Swimming: S3 

Track and field: S3 
Men’s + Women’s Hockey: S3 

Men’s + Women’s Volleyball: S3 
Wrestling: S3 

Note. *USES, DTLI, and transformational team density questionnaire will be filled out at each 
time point. **Social Desirability Scale is filled out. 

 


