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Abstract: The role of coaches in sports extends far beyond technical instruction and tactical execution. Coaches serve as motivators, 

strategists, and culture architects who can significantly influence team morale, cohesion, and seasonal outcomes. This review 

explores how leadership qualities—such as experience, communication skills, strategic knowledge, and emotional intelligence—

affect a team’s performance over a competitive season. Drawing on existing literature from sports psychology, organizational 

leadership, and management theory, the article identifies key characteristics that distinguish successful coaches. Case studies of 

high-profile coaches are examined to illustrate these effects in real-world contexts. The review concludes with recommendations 

for future research methodologies and practical implications for coaching education and team development. 
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1. Introduction 

In competitive sports, the role of the coach is critical beyond the traditional scope of training and tactics. Coaches play the 

roles of leaders, motivators, psychologists, and culture builders to enhance athletic performance and create team cohesion and 

emotional resilience. Leadership in sports has been researched extensively, with the results highlighting its impact on team morale, 

communication, discipline, and season-long performance (Cotterill and Cheetham, 2017). Understanding the effectiveness of 

different leadership styles of coaches including transformational, transactional, democratic, autocratic, and servant leadership is 

essential to enhancing team performance in diverse sports.  

Sports teams often present a unique ecosystem where their performance is determined by individual talent, strategic planning, 

interpersonal dynamics, and psychological readiness. A coach’s leadership style influences how athletes recover from adversity, 

and interact with members in high-pressure situations (Northouse, 2018). A transformational coach fosters intrinsic motivation, 

shares goals, and fosters mutual respect, which leads to heightening athlete satisfaction, cooperation, and mental toughness (Arthur, 

Bastardoz, and Eklund, 2017). On the contrary, authoritarian or transactional coaches emphasize discipline and task execution, 

undermining creativity, psychological safety, or team spirit. Coaching leadership also influences team consistency, and athlete’s 

comeback rates and adaptability during a season. A strong correlation between leadership styles and a team’s ability has been 

observed in maintaining motivation (Holmes, McNeil, and Adorna, 2022). Coach leadership styles are dependent on the background 

and career of a coach (ex. an elite athlete, a tactician, or an academician) which affects how athletes relate them to the internalization 

of their goals. Coaches with extensive playing experience can obtain credibility from the team members, but those with strong 

pedagogical or interpersonal skills can foster long-term development and harmony (Chelladurai and Saleh, 1980). 

Modern coach leadership in sports is significantly transforming driven by advancements in artificial intelligence (AI) 

technology and big data analytics. These technologies are reshaping coaching methodologies, decision-making processes, and 

athlete development strategies (Hammes et al., 2022). AI and big data analytics provide coaches with real-time data and information 

on player performance, health metrics, and strategic effectiveness. AI systems in sports are used to analyze datasets and optimize 

training loads, prevent injuries, and enhance game strategies. Hammes et al. (2022) explored the integration of AI in sports for 

performance analysis and strategic planning. AI also enables the creation of individualized training programs by analyzing athletes' 

physiological and biomechanical data. Such a personalized approach ensures training programs tailored to each athlete’s capability 

to maximize their performance and minimize injury risks. AI-driven analytics are also used to decide on training interventions in 

sports (Mateus et al., 2021). Coaches are developing game strategies by simulating various scenarios and predicting opponent 

behaviors using advanced AI models. For example, the collaboration between Liverpool Football Club (FC) and Google DeepMind 

led to the development of TacticAI, an AI system that analyzes corner-kick strategies to improve team performance (Mateus et al., 

2021; Financial Times, 2024).  
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Modern sports demand coaches to utilize and integrate AI-generated data into their coaching strategies, which needs education 

and interdisciplinary collaboration between coaches, engineers, and decision-makers to utilize AI's potential for the integrity of 

sports. Although such technologies are useful in enhancing performance, strategizing, and personalizing athletes and team 

performance, the human aspects of coaching including motivation, ethics, and interpersonal relationships cannot be replaced by 

technologies and must be maintained along with technological advancements (Xu and Baghaei, 2025). Therefore, this review aims 

to explore how coach leadership affects team play, morale, and seasonal performance and how it is integrated with advanced 

technologies. The review results provide a reference for coaches in sports to integrate theories, experiences, and technologies for 

amateur as well as professional and elite sports and understand the dynamics of coaching sports teams.  

2. Coach Leadership 

Leadership in sports coaching is “the behavioral process of influencing individuals and groups toward set goals” (Northouse, 

2016). In sports, coach leadership requires motivation, instruction, emotional regulation, and goal-setting. Chelladurai (1978) 

developed a multidimensional model of leadership in sports from the perspectives of required behavior (determined by the 

organization and situation), preferred behavior (desired by athletes), and actual behavior (displayed by the coach). Different 

leadership styles are classified as transformational, transactional, and democratic (participative) leadership. Transformational 

leadership is represented by vision, charisma, and motivation which are closely related to athlete satisfaction and performance 

(Callow et al., 2009). Transactional leadership is related to reward and punishment which are effective short-term but undermine 

team morale if overused (Atwater and Avolio, 1994). Democratic (participative) leadership is often linked with increased cohesion 

(Chelladurai and Saleh, 1980). A coach's career significantly influences the respect of team members for him/her. However, 

technical knowledge is not sufficient to lead the team effectively. Coaches must understand emotional intelligence, adaptability, and 

pedagogical skills, too (Gould et al. 1999). Coaches who have been elite athletes can share their unique experiences with team 

members but sometimes find it difficult to translate their experience into coaching due to a lack of communication and leadership 

training. The coach’s behavior directly affects team morale which represents the collective emotion of the group such as confidence, 

optimism, and unity. High team morale enhances communication, resilience, and tactical execution (Carron et al., 2002). Therefore, 

to enhance team morale, coaches need to have appropriate communication with team members to resolve conflicts and recognize 

individual contributions to the team (Fransen et al. 2017).  

Effective coaching leadership must encompass multiple dimensions to sustain both the team’s psychological well-being and 

high-level performance. Especially, communicating empathetically and persuasively is critical for team play and performance 

enhancement. The emotional intelligence of coaches is also essential to understanding and managing team members’ emotions 

(Chan and Mallett, 2011). For example, in high-pressure situations, such as professional football or Olympic-level sports, 

emotionally intelligent coaches can obtain trust from team members and provide encouraging feedback. Athletes reported that 

coaches who exhibited empathy and emotional control effectively maintained high team morale even during losing streaks 

(Thelwell, Weston, and Greenlees, 2008). 

The ability to make strategic decisions, analyze opposition, and instantly adjust game plans also contributes to effective 

coaching. However, such expertise must be balanced with the social dynamics of the team. Coaches need to involve team members 

in strategy discussions to ensure their tactical understanding (Jowett and Cockerill, 2003). Coaches consistently must adapt their 

strategies to align with the fluctuating strengths and weaknesses of their team, which is regarded as situational leadership.  

 

3. Traditional and Modern Coach Leadership 

 

3.1. Traditional Leadership 

Pep Guardiola, currently the manager of Manchester City Football Club is an example of transformational coach leadership. 

He has innovative tactics and emphasizes possession-based football. Guardiola has had his teams win many domestic and 

international titles. Guardiola’s leadership is presented by individualized mentoring, emotional engagement, and cultural 

intelligence with which he encourages team members to feel personally invested and supported and shows sideline presence. He 

has led his team to have team cohesion (Wilson 2018). 

Dawn Staley, head coach of the University of South Carolina women’s basketball team, shares elite player experience for 

transformative coaching. Her teams are famous for unity, defensive intensity, and resilience. She emphasizes character development, 

community involvement, and emotional support along with technical training. Her coaching has led her team to win multiple national 

titles and maintain consistent top rankings. Her leadership impacts athlete development, leading to high retention rates and 

successful transitions to professional leagues (Murphy, 2021). She has shown the long-term value of a coach’s influence on team 

morale and individual growth.  
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Phil Jackson is always referred to as one of the most successful and respected coaches in the history of the National Basketball 

Association (NBA). His leadership style has been widely studied owing to his integration of Eastern philosophy, transformational 

leadership, and player empowerment. Jackson employed a transformational leadership style, emphasizing self-awareness, team 

harmony, and long-term growth. He implemented strategies that required all players to play as a unit, which in turn enhanced 

cohesion and shared responsibility. He emphasized meditation, mindfulness training, and Jungian psychology to promote mental 

health and emotional regulation. Teams led by coaches with transformational leadership such as Jackson showed statistically 

significant improvements in intrinsic motivation and long-term performance metrics than those with transactional-style coaches 

(Wagstaff et al., 2013). 

Sarina Wiegman is a former professional footballer and one of the most successful and progressive coaches in women’s 

football. She led the Netherlands women’s national team to win the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) Women’s 

Euro 2017 and the England women’s team to win the Euro 2022 championship (UEFA, 2025). Wiegman is known for clear 

communication, player-centric leadership, and a collaborative coaching philosophy. She prioritizes trust-building using data-

informed decision-making. Her leadership is represented by psychological safety which makes players feel respected, listened to, 

and challenged in a supportive environment (Ruszaki, 2022). She has transformed an underachieving team into a cohesive, elite 

one. 

3.2. Modern Leadership 

Liverpool FC collaborated with Google DeepMind to develop TacticAI, an artificial intelligence system to optimize player 

positioning during set pieces, particularly corner kicks. By analyzing over 7,000 Premier League corner kicks from 2020 to 2023, 

TacticAI suggested realistic and effective positional adjustments. The AI-generated strategies were preferred over conventional 

existing tactics 90% of the time, highlighting the system's enhancement in tactical decisions in football (Financial Times, 2024).  

Seattle Reign FC implemented Microsoft's Sports Performance Platform to minimize player injuries and optimize training 

programs. This platform collects data from GPS trackers and heart rate monitors and provides individualized dashboards for each 

player. Coaches and performance staff use this data to make informed decisions about training intensity, recovery periods, and 

game-day readiness to enhance team performance and player well-being (Best Practice, 2025; FasterCapital, 2025). 

England Women's Cricket team’s head coach Jon Lewis utilized an AI system provided by PSi for team selection. The AI 

conducted extensive match simulations to evaluate lineup combinations for informed decision-making. AI was used as a valuable 

tool, contributing to the team's success in the T20 series (The Times, 2024).  

These case studies illustrate the impact of integrating AI and data analytics into coaching strategies, leading to improved 

performance, strategic decision-making, and player health management.  

4. Coach Leadership and Advanced Technology 

Despite achievement in enhancing team performance under traditional and modern coach leadership, leadership traits and their 

effect on team performance and athlete management need to be further researched as there are multivariate influences (e.g., player 

injuries, opposition strength), team dynamics, and the subjective assessment of morale and cohesion. In addition, cultural differences 

also influence the effectiveness of leadership styles (Yukl, 2013). While traditional coach leadership remains foundational in 

cultivating athlete well-being and team morale, modern coach leadership demands an adaptive, data-informed approach utilizing 

advanced technology. Therefore, coaching leadership presently needs to be a hybrid model integrating emotional intelligence and 

motivational ability with an analytical basis.  

Coach leadership is vital in enhancing team dynamics and performance. Transformational leadership has been proven to 

increase athlete satisfaction, motivation, and resilience (Arthur, Bastardoz, and Eklund, 2017; Bass and Riggio, 2006). Coaches 

such as Phil Jackson and Pep Guardiola emphasize empathy, empowerment, and shared goals. Jackson's integration of mindfulness 

and holistic development fosters psychological well-being and enhances individual performance and team cohesion (Wagstaff et 

al., 2013). Similarly, Dawn Staley's mentorship and emotional support promoted athlete development and the professional transition 

of her team members (Murphy, 2021).  

Coach leadership in modern sports extends beyond emotional engagement and mentorship. AI-driven systems and performance 

analytics enable coaches to obtain real-time data on player movement, fatigue, injury risk, and opponent strategy. Liverpool FC’s 

adoption of TacticAI illustrates how AI-generated tactics improve decision-making and optimize team formations (Financial Times, 

2024). This data-informed strategy enhanced players’ performance and helped them scientifically achieve common goals. Seattle 

Reign FC’s use of Microsoft’s Sports Performance Platform presents the usage of biometric and performance data to personalize 

training programs. By monitoring heart rate variability, movement patterns, and training load, coaches help team members avoid 

injury and ensure optimal recovery (Best Practice, 2025). Despite such advancements, the human elements of coaching leadership 

cannot be replaced with technology. Athletes must consistently communicate with coaches and engage in making team tactics. In 
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addition to this, emotional support and psychological assessment must be conducted by human coaches (Fransen et al., 2017; 

Thelwell, Weston, and Greenlees, 2008). For a losing streak or injury recovery, a coach plays a pivotal role in reshaping team 

emotions and morale, which often enhances the effectiveness of the team’s recovery. AI systems also are limited in understanding 

contexts. While an AI tool can recommend a substitution based on historical performance data, it cannot consider the emotional 

state of the player, team dynamics, or cultural factors. Effectiveness in leadership is largely influenced by cultural and situational 

factors. Therefore, coaches need to understand and analyze collected data, and AI-providing information along with a nuanced 

understanding of team psychology.  

Coaches need to interpret and apply the data and information generated by AI and analytics. Many coaches have athletic 

backgrounds and might not possess the technical literacy required to use those tools. This necessitates a well-designed program for 

coach education and interdisciplinary collaboration between coaches, engineers, sports psychologists, and decision-makers 

(Hammes et al., 2022; Xu and Baghaei, 2025). Moreover, ethical challenges such as data privacy, fairness, and excessive dependence 

on technology must be addressed when developing athlete monitoring systems. 

Such perspectives have significant implications for business leadership. A business organization thrives when leadership is 

data-informed and emotionally intelligent. Business leaders are increasingly using AI to make decisions on productivity, 

recruitment, and market strategy. However, leaders with sustainable success and development must complement advanced 

technologies with human leadership practices. They need to facilitate trust, and empathy and share goals to create psychologically 

safe workplaces in an innovative and collaborative environment. Sports leaders need to harmonize technology with humanity, as 

athletic performance is increasingly evaluated through data science. This change demands leadership to prioritize purpose, 

connection, and meaning to efficiency or outcomes. 

5. Conclusion 

Coaches considerably contribute to team success based on their tactical decisions which are made from leadership qualities, 

background, and interpersonal influence. Coaches need to combine the knowledge of the sport with emotional intelligence, 

adaptability, and strong communication as such capability influences team play and fosters positive morale. Coach leadership in 

sports has undergone a considerable transformation with traditional philosophies and cutting-edge technology. While AI and big 

data analytics are used to optimize performance, prevent injuries, and enhance strategies, they cannot substitute the human elements 

of coaching including empathy, emotional intelligence, trust, and motivation. Case studies in this review present the value of 

technology in sports as advanced technologies provide real-time information that enables coaches to tailor interventions to each 

athlete to manage physiological and physical states.  

However, successful leadership is still human. Successful coaches such as Pep Guardiola, Dawn Staley, Sarina Wiegman, and 

Phil Jackson have shown that athlete development depends on physical and tactical factors as well as emotional and psychological 

ones. Successful coaching is related to building resilient teams through connection, mentorship, and trust. Presently, coach 

leadership increasingly has become hybrid. Coaches need to balance data science and human interaction. This requires coach 

training programs to equip coaches with the knowledge of sports science and pedagogy based on data literacy, ethics, and 

communication skills. Therefore, interdisciplinary collaboration is mandatory to establish athlete-centered systems to enhance team 

performance and individual well-being. Such hybrid leadership is also necessary in business, education, and healthcare as leaders 

need to integrate technology with human-centered practices. Similar to coaching in sports, trust, empowerment, and psychological 

safety must be emphasized in a recent complex and fast-developing society. 

Although modern coach leadership in sports is increasingly shaped by technological advancement, traditional leadership with 

empathy, communication, and shared goals is irreplaceable. By integrating technology with management that prioritizes human 

values, athletic excellence can be achieved, and this principle extends to all facets of human endeavor. 

The results of the review in this study must be validated in longitudinal and cross-cultural studies to determine the universality 

of hybrid coaching leadership. Quantitative metrics need to be developed to objectively measure the enhancement of team cohesion 

and morale with coaches’ leadership. Coach education programs must be designed and assessed in emotional intelligence, 

communication, and technology acceptance. In using AI tools, data privacy, algorithmic bias, and the potential dehumanization of 

coaching must be considered and discussed.  
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