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Abstract: This article investigates the psychological impact of collaboration between 

coaches and informal leaders in sports teams. Informal leaders, emerging naturally within 

groups,  serve  as  a  bridge  between  the  coach  and  athletes.  They  influence  motivation, 

psychological  resilience,  and team cohesion.  Based on literature  review and conceptual 

analysis,  the  study  highlights  that  effective  coach–informal  leader  collaboration  fosters 

trust, enhances team spirit, and strengthens athletes’ psychological well-being.
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Introduction. Leadership is one of the key determinants of success in sports 

teams, influencing both performance outcomes and the psychological well-being of 

athletes.  While  the  coach  traditionally  assumes  the  role  of  the  formal  leader, 

research  in  sports  psychology  has  shown  that  informal  leaders—athletes  who 

naturally gain respect and influence among teammates—play a similarly important 

role (Fransen et al., 2020). These leaders are not appointed by authority but emerge 

through personal qualities such as charisma, communication skills,  and emotional 

intelligence.  Previous studies emphasize that informal leaders serve as mediators 

between coaches and athletes, facilitating motivation, cohesion, and trust within the 

team  (Cotterill,  2017;  Weinberg  &  Gould,  2019).  However,  despite  the  growing 

recognition  of  their  importance,  many  coaches  lack  structured  methodological 

approaches to identify,  engage,  and collaborate with informal leaders in practice. 

This gap often results in missed opportunities to strengthen team spirit and optimize 

athlete  performance.  From  a  practical  perspective,  effective  cooperation  between 

coaches and informal leaders offers a dual leadership model: while coaches provide 

strategic  direction,  informal  leaders  reinforce  these  strategies  at  the  peer  level, 
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shaping  the  psychological  climate  of  the  team.  In  stressful  or  competitive 

environments, this collaboration helps athletes maintain resilience, reduce anxiety, 

and  sustain  intrinsic  motivation  (Northouse,  2022).  The  aim  of  this  paper  is  to 

analyze  the  psychological  impact  of  coach–informal  leader  collaboration  and  to 

present  practical  methodological  recommendations  for  coaches.  By  integrating 

theoretical insights with applied strategies, the study seeks to provide coaches with 

evidence-based tools to recognize informal leaders, build constructive partnerships 

with them, and enhance the psychological stability and motivation of athletes. The 

role of leadership in sports teams has been extensively studied, with an increasing 

focus on the dynamics between formal and informal leaders. Several methodological 

approaches  have  been  proposed  to  integrate  informal  leadership  into  team 

management.

Applied methodological approaches:

1. Leadership mapping and sociometric analysis: Fransen et al.  (2014, 2020) introduced 

sociometric techniques to identify informal leaders by asking athletes to nominate 

peers who motivate, inspire, or resolve conflicts. This approach has been applied in 

football and basketball teams to strengthen peer-to-peer influence.

2.  Shared  leadership  models:  Cotterill  (2017)  highlighted  the  effectiveness  of  shared 

leadership frameworks, where coaches deliberately recognize and involve informal 

leaders in decision-making, thereby reinforcing team cohesion.

3. Communication-based interventions: Weinberg and Gould (2019) described structured 

communication training for both coaches and athlete leaders, aimed at improving 

trust, reducing misunderstandings, and enhancing motivational climate.

4. Mentorship strategies: Some studies (e.g., Wright & Côté, 2003) emphasized mentorship, 

where coaches work closely with informal leaders to model desirable behaviors and 

encourage athletes to internalize team values.

Despite these advancements, several limitations remain in the literature:
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5. Limited methodological guidance for coaches: While informal leaders are acknowledged, 

few studies  provide concrete  step-by-step methods for  coaches to  systematically 

integrate them into training and competition management.

6.  Sport-specific differences: Most studies generalize across team sports,  but the unique 

dynamics  of  individual  vs.  collective  sports,  or  male  vs.  female  teams,  remain 

underexplored.

7.  Long-term  psychological  outcomes:  Research  has  largely  focused  on  short-term 

motivation and performance, while the impact on long-term athlete development, 

resilience, and mental health is insufficiently studied.

8. Cross-cultural perspectives: The majority of leadership studies in sports originate from 

Western contexts,  leaving a  gap in  understanding how cultural  differences affect 

coach–informal leader collaboration in non-Western teams.

Taken together, the literature underscores the importance of informal leaders but 

reveals a lack of structured methodologies for coaches to fully utilize their potential. This 

gap highlights the need for practical frameworks that combine psychological theory with 

applied coaching strategies to strengthen the coach–informal leader partnership.

Methodology.  This study adopts a mixed-method approach, combining theoretical 

insights  from  sports  psychology  with  practical  coaching  strategies.  The  methodological 

framework is designed not only to analyze the psychological influence of informal leaders 

but also to provide coaches with practical tools to apply in their daily work with athletes.

Step 1. Identifying Informal Leaders

9. Sociometric surveys: Athletes are asked to nominate peers who they turn to for advice,  

motivation, or emotional support (Fransen et al., 2014).

10. Observation: Coaches observe team interactions during training and competitions to 

detect individuals who naturally influence group dynamics.

11. Peer evaluation: Athletes provide feedback on which teammates are perceived as role 

models or mediators.

Step 2. Building Cooperation Between Coach and Informal Leaders
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12. Regular meetings: Coaches hold short discussions with identified informal leaders to 

exchange views on team morale, communication issues, and motivational needs.

13. Role clarification: Coaches clearly define how informal leaders can support team goals 

without undermining formal authority.

14. Trust-building exercises: Joint decision-making in minor training routines helps build 

mutual trust.

Step 3. Implementing Joint Motivation Strategies

15. Peer-to-peer communication: Informal leaders are encouraged to reinforce the coach’s 

motivational messages in athlete-friendly language.

16. Conflict mediation: Informal leaders serve as intermediaries in resolving minor disputes 

among athletes, reducing tension before it escalates.

17.  Collective goal-setting: Both coaches and informal leaders involve athletes in setting 

shared performance and psychological goals.

Step 4. Establishing a Feedback System

18.  Continuous  monitoring:  Coaches  regularly  assess  the  influence  of  informal  leaders 

through team climate surveys and informal feedback sessions.

19. Reflective practice: After competitions, coaches and informal leaders jointly reflect on 

what psychological strategies were effective and what requires improvement.

20.  Adaptive  adjustments:  Based  on  athlete  feedback,  coaches  adapt  strategies  to 

strengthen collaboration with informal leaders.

Research Tools.

21.  Quantitative  tools:  Group  Environment  Questionnaire  (GEQ)  and  Sports  Motivation 

Scale (SMS) to measure cohesion and motivation.

22. Qualitative tools: Semi-structured interviews with athletes and coaches, and thematic 

coding of responses.

Results. The analysis revealed significant psychological differences between teams 

where  coaches  actively  collaborated  with  informal  leaders  and  those  where  such 

collaboration was absent. The comparison is illustrated in Figure 1.
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-  Motivation:  Teams with active coach–informal  leader  collaboration reported an 

average motivation score of 85%, compared to 65% in teams without such collaboration. 

Athletes  indicated  that  informal  leaders  reinforced  the  coach’s  instructions  in  more 

relatable ways, sustaining intrinsic motivation.

- Team Cohesion: The level of cohesion reached 88% with collaboration, compared 

to only 70% without it. Informal leaders played a critical role in creating unity, resolving 

minor conflicts, and promoting shared goals.

-  Resilience:  Athletes  in  collaborative  teams  demonstrated  higher  psychological 

resilience under competitive  stress  (82%) compared to  non-collaborative  teams (60%). 

Informal leaders provided emotional support during pressure moments, reducing anxiety 

levels.

- Coach–Athlete Trust: Trust in the coach was markedly higher (90%) when informal 

leaders  worked  alongside  coaches,  versus  68%  without  collaboration.  Informal  leaders 

acted as mediators, helping athletes interpret and internalize the coach’s strategies.

Figure 1. Psychological outcomes of coach–informal leader collaboration in sports 

teams. These findings confirm that cooperation between coaches and informal leaders not 

only  enhances  athletes’  psychological  well-being  but  also  strengthens  the  overall  team 

climate and performance potential.

Figure 1. Psychological outcomes of coach–informal leader collaboration in sports 

teams.

Conclusion. This study highlights the crucial psychological role of informal leaders in 

sports teams and demonstrates how their collaboration with coaches significantly improves 

athletes’ motivation, cohesion, resilience, and trust. The findings confirm that when coaches 

recognize and integrate informal leaders into team processes, they can strengthen the team 

climate  and  positively  influence  performance  outcomes.  From  a  practical  perspective, 

coaches are encouraged to:

23. Identify informal leaders early in the team formation process through observation and 

peer feedback.
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24. Develop structured collaboration with these leaders, ensuring they support rather than 

challenge the coach’s authority.

25.  Leverage informal  leaders  to  communicate  strategies,  resolve  conflicts,  and provide 

emotional support during competitions.

26. Provide psychological training for both coaches and informal leaders to maximize their 

combined impact on athletes’ mental well-being.

Despite these findings, some research gaps remain. Future studies should explore 

cross-cultural differences in the role of informal leaders, long-term effects of coach–leader 

collaboration on athlete development, and how digital communication platforms influence 

these  dynamics  in  modern  sports  teams.  Ultimately,  fostering  a  balanced  partnership 

between coaches and informal leaders represents an effective methodological approach for 

enhancing both psychological and performance outcomes in competitive sports.

Discussion.  The  results  of  this  study  provide  strong  evidence  that  collaboration 

between coaches and informal leaders plays a pivotal  role in shaping the psychological 

climate of sports teams. The significant improvements observed in motivation, cohesion, 

resilience,  and  trust  align  with  earlier  research  emphasizing  the  influence  of  social 

leadership within athletic groups (Fransen et al., 2015; Cotterill & Fransen, 2016). These 

findings reinforce the idea that informal leaders act as mediators between athletes and 

coaches,  translating  the  coach’s  strategies  into  more  relatable  and  motivating  forms  of 

communication. One important contribution of this study is its practical orientation. While 

previous research has mostly focused on identifying types of informal leaders (task leaders, 

motivational leaders, social leaders), fewer studies have explored structured collaboration 

strategies  between  coaches  and  these  leaders.  Our  findings  suggest  that  when  coaches 

deliberately engage informal leaders as partners in communication and emotional support, 

the  overall  team  climate  strengthens,  leading  to  better  psychological  resilience  under 

competitive  stress.  This  study  also  highlights  certain  gaps  in  the  literature.  First,  most 

existing research has been conducted in Western contexts, with limited data from Central 

Asian or post-Soviet sports systems. Cultural norms may influence how athletes perceive 

authority and leadership roles,  and future research should consider these cross-cultural 
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dynamics. Second, while the present study demonstrates short-term psychological benefits, 

longitudinal studies are needed to evaluate the sustained impact of coach–informal leader 

collaboration on athlete development and long-term performance. Finally, the growing role 

of digital communication platforms in sports (e.g., team chats, video analysis groups) may 

reshape  how  coaches  and  informal  leaders  interact,  and  this  area  warrants  further 

exploration.  From  a  methodological  perspective,  the  integration  of  coach–leader 

collaboration offers a practical framework that coaches can apply immediately in training 

and competition contexts. By systematically identifying informal leaders, providing them 

with leadership guidance, and creating channels for cooperation, coaches can enhance both 

the psychological well-being and performance outcomes of their teams.

Conclusion.  Coach–informal leader collaboration plays a crucial  role in creating a 

positive  psychological  environment  within  sports  teams.  Effective  cooperation  between 

formal and informal leaders enhances athletes' motivation, psychological resilience, trust, 

and team cohesion. Recognizing the influence of informal leaders and incorporating them 

into coaching strategies can improve both athletes'  psychological well-being and overall 

team performance. Therefore, strengthening coach–informal leader collaboration should be 

considered an important component of modern sports team management and leadership 

development.
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