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consequences of being inspired. The aims of Studgr2 to explore (a) the contexts in
which leaders inspired athletes, (b) leader behasiand actions that inspire athletes, and (c)
the consequences of being inspired by leaders.

Design: Two qualitative descriptive studies were condudteorder to explore athletes’
experiences of being inspired.

Method: In Study 1, 95 athletes wrote about an experiefteing inspired in sport. Study 2
utilised semi-structured interviews to explore hletes’ experiences of being inspired by
leadership. Data were analysed via inductive thienaatalysis.

Results: In Study 1, athletes’ responses revealed threeeeswf inspiration: personal
performance, accomplishments, and thoughts; roldelspand leadership. Findings from
Study 2 indicated that athletes were inspired bange of leadership behaviours (e.g.,
demonstrations of belief) in a variety of, mainggative, situations (e.g., following poor
performance). Broadly, findings from both studiegealed inspiration to impact on athletes’
awareness of their capabilities, confidence, mtitwa and behaviour.

Conclusions:Overall, the findings indicate that an experieatespiration can be evoked
by a range of sources (most prominently leadersimg)can have a powerful effect on

athletes and their performance. Further reseanayigred to understand how and why

leaders can exert an inspirational impact on ahlet

Key Words: Inspiration, awareness, leadership, qualitativemason, evocation, role

models.
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the driving force behind outstanding, and ofterpaaing, athletic feats (Arthur, Hardy, &
Woodman, 2012). Recent research outside of the ppgchology literature (see Thrash,
Moldovan, Oleynick, & Maruskin, 2014 for detailadhdemonstrated that inspiration can
have a profound impact on important self-growtlated outcomesnd alter the way
individuals perceive their capabilities. Despitest widespread benefits of being inspired, to
date, we know little surrounding the ways in whithletes are inspired.

Until recently, inspiration as a psychological doast had been largely ignored
within the scientific literature owing to the laoka consistent definition that clearly
distinguished it from other psychological constsu@leynick, Thrash, LeFew, Moldovan, &
Kieffaber, 2014). Consequently, Thrash and colleade.g., Thrash & Elliot, 2003; Thrash
& Elliot, 2004; Thrash, Elliot, Maruskin, & Cassid9010; Thrash, Maruskin, Cassidy, Fryer,
& Ryan, 2010) conducted a series of studies airtordgefine and operationalise a domain-
general conceptualization of inspiration in ordeptomote the study of inspiration. Overall,
this research has outlined the core characteri@fimsash & Elliot, 2003), the processes that
constitute an episode of inspiration (Thrash &d£)IR004), and the purpose of inspiration
(Thrash, Maruskin, et al., 2010).

Initially, Thrash and Elliot (2003) reviewed thevdise literatures on inspiration (e.g.,
religious, creative, and interpersonal) and progd@gepartite conceptualizationconsisting
of: (a) evocation suggesting that the occurrence of inspiraticevisked spontaneously by
something or someone outside of the selfti@scendencevhen an individual gains
awareness of greater possibilities for themselvedhers; and (cpproach motivation

which involves the energisation or direction of &e&bur to realise or achieve these
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of an external stimulus, and being inspiteeHnvolving approach motivation—which refers
to the motivation to actualize or extend the inggiqualities exemplified in the evocative
object. Thrash, Maruskin, et al. (2010) extendedh3lh and Elliot’s (2003) conceptualization
by examining théransmission modelyhich contends that inspiration mediates the
transmission of the values exemplified by an eveeatimulus into some form of tangible
action. That is, intrinsically valued qualitiesa&timulus evoke inspiration, which,
subsequently, compels an individual to pursue do@vd goal.

Research has also begun to examine the correladesoasequences of inspiration.
Within social psychology, researchers have showpiration to be positively associated with
a range of positive outcomes including self-deteation and work-mastery motivation
(Thrash & Elliot, 2003), well-being (Thrash, Elljadt al., 2010), goal progress (Milyavskaya,
lanakieva, Foxen-Craft, Colantuoni, & Koestner, 20hnd productivity (Thrash & Elliot,
2004). Given such benefits in contexts where iiddials’ perceive there to be high intrinsic
value (e.g., potential for self-growth), it is stging that limited research attention has been
paid to inspiration in sport, where individualsesftcompete for intrinsic reasons (Ryan &
Deci, 2007). Indeed, only two studies have examinggliration in sport. Gonzalez, Metzler,
and Newton (2011) used edited video clips to exartiie influence of a coach’s team talk on
athletes’ levels of inspiration. Athletes who waddhhe inspirational video clip reported
higher feelings of inspiration, dominance, and ratton. In addition, Gucciardi, Jackson,
Hanton, and Reid (2015) found that tennis playdre experienced inspiration more
frequently were more likely to exhibit mentally tgubehaviours. Taken together these

findings indicate that inspiration may be evokedport and be associated with advantageous
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To this end, the overall aim of this research wesxplore athletes’ experiences of
being inspired. Given the limited research in #risa, two qualitative studies were conducted
to understand how inspiration is evoked in athletesidy 1 sought to identify sources of
inspiration for athletes. Building on these findn&tudy 2 was conducted to further examine
how leaders inspire athletes. Leadership was chaséme context of interest as it was
identified as the major source of inspiration indt 1 and because research has shown
leaders to have a major impact on factors relatnge performance and development of
athletes (Appleton, Ntoumanis, Quested, Viladr&iuda, 2016).

Methodology

As the aim of the two studies was to produce argese summary of athletes’
experiences of being inspired in sport (e.g., theces and consequence of being inspired),
the research took a qualitative description apgroAajualitative description approach looks
to understand “thevho, what andwhereof events or experiences” (Sandelowski, 2000, p.
338). This approach has been successfully utilizgutevious sport psychology research
when exploring novel research areas (e.g., coadhangitions; Knight, Rodgers, Reade,
Mrak, & Hall, 2015). Thus, given that little spqs$ychology research has examined
inspiration, this approach was deemed appropreafelfil the aims of this research.
Qualitative descriptive research is not limitecgtspecific philosophical or methodological
framework other than drawing from the general pples of naturalistic enquiry
(Sandelowski, 2000). However, the design and aisabfshe research were consistent with
the perspective of critical realism that underpthtieese studies. Critical realism proposes

that through research it is possible to identifitgras that underpin social phenomena, that
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Study 1

The purpose was to explore athletes’ experiencégiafy inspired. Specifically, the
aims of this study were to: (a) understand whatiraion means to athletes; and (b)
understand what inspires athletes and identifyrg@teconsequences of being inspired.
Method

Participants. The sample consisted of 95 athletes (67 males &rfidi2ale) aged
between 18 and 37 years (M = 20.3 years, SD = 2THs) participants had between 1 and 30
years of experience (M = 10.9 years, SD = 4.6)oofjgeting (between amateur and
international standard) in a range of team andviddal sports, including Football, Golf,
Athletics, Swimming, Gymnastics, Equestrian, Rugind Netball. Drawing on experiences
from such a broad range of participants was deapptbpriate given the lack of previous
research in this area.

Procedure.Prior to conducting the study, institutional ettiapproval was obtained.
Participants were invited to take part via emailame-to-face meetings, both of which
included information regarding the aims of the gfudktails regarding confidentiality, and
the requirements of the study. To be part of thdysparticipants needed to be able to
describe (in writing) an instance in which they gvarspired in sport.

Following the receipt of informed consent, partaips were asked to write about a
situation in which they were inspired in spo#s this was the first study to explicitly explore
the concept of inspiration in a sporting contexitten accounts were selected as the data

collection method because they provide rich qualtéadata (Sparkes & Smith, 2013), and
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inspired in sport meant to them. The purpose &f gluiestion was to encourage participants to
consider what inspiration feels like in order toifiéate easier recall of a moment in which
they were inspired. The second question askedcpaatits to describe a time when they had
been inspired in sport, which allowed us to exansimgrces and consequences of inspiration.

Data Analysis.The written accounts, which ranged between 0.51ahd\4 pages
long (M = 0.98 pages), were analysed using indadtirematic analysis, following the
procedures proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006jallgj the written accounts were read
and re-read by the lead researcher to ensure &aityilivith the data and initial analytic
statements of the data were noted. These inia&stents were then used to facilitate initial
inductive coding and aid theme and category refgr@nn the latter stages of the analysis.
Initial coding involved attaching words or labelsthe relevant research questions. Following
this, the codes were then refined and sorted irdader themes. Throughout analysis the
emerging themes were constantly compared agaiesaoother to ensure clarity and
distinctiveness of themes. As analysis progressedtipns were posed to ensure the
emerging themes appropriately addressed the résgaestions. Such questions included, for
example, what inspiration meant to the participattites sources of inspiration, and the
consequences of being inspired.

Methodological Rigor. Given the variety of methodologies and subsequergqgses
of qualitative research, it is difficult to assedisqualitative research against the same strict
criteria. Rather qualitative research should bg@adagainst criteria that align with the

specific methodology employed in each study (Spa&&mith, 2009). A number of steps

! A definition of inspiration was not provided foapicipants because previous research (Hart, 1988)
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(Tracy, 2010). The research team reviewed the pitok to ensure the data obtained would
meet the intended aims of the research and pra@scéis that described the phenomenon in
guestion. The first author also wrote a range ahwethroughout data collection and
analysis in order to keep a clear and detailedwatoof the decisions made throughout the
data analysis (Cresswell & Miller, 2000). Furthiée first author engaged with critical
friends who encouraged reflection upon and questidhe emerging interpretations of the
data. Of particular importance to these processestiaat the analysis was arranged in a
manner appropriate for the data (i.e., a descamiymmary of participants’ experiences).

Results

In the following section, participants’ perceptiasfehe meaning of inspiration are
outlined. Next, the moments of inspiration are désgd in relation to what and how
participants were inspired. Finally, the conseqesraf being inspired are discussed.

The meaning of inspiration.In general, participants perceived inspirationeab
highly emotive “overwhelming” state, which they warot regularly used to experiencing.
Inspiration also appears to impact on passion, i participant explaining, “inspiration is
getting a fire in your gut, heart and head to campe the best of your ability.” Participants
proposed that inspiration leads to an increasesirel to push oneself to reach their “highest
potential,” as highlighted by one participant whiote, “[Inspiration means] having a drive
to push all boundaries you thought there were, atlgrand physically.” Participants often
felt that the experience of inspiration made thevara of new opportunities, “learn

something”, and created interest in something reeg.,(a new performance goal or target).

demonstrated that, while inspiration holds manydsksaf meaning, lay conceptualizations of the cansare
clear and consistent (Thrash & Elliot, 2003).
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attitude, or behaviour. This was highlighted by paeticipant who referred to inspiration as,
“something that changes your mentality, a situatasrgroup.” The feeling of inspiration was
proposed to be something that takes hold and tsgagion instantaneously, as one
participant wrote, “[inspiration is] seeing someiipithat you see to be extraordinary,
sparking you into life.”

The source of inspiration.Participants described being inspired by a range of
sources, which have been categorized into threm smirces: (1) Personal performance,
thoughts, and accomplishments; (2) interacting \aittd watching role models; and (3)
demonstrations of leadership.

Personal performance, thoughts, and accomplishments. Participants reported being
inspired by their own unexpected performances,(pegformances they did not think they
were capable of), their previous experiences, han aibility to deal with testing competitive
circumstances. For instance, one participant reeoluneing inspired by successfully
executing a new skill that he had not used in apmiitive game before:

| was playing in the annual cricket match betwegmnside and a touring side. [The

touring side] turned up and was two players skad, | was chosen to join their

squad. Heading on up to bowl aged 16 to the mosbisand skilled batsman from

my team felt daunting, so | decided to bowl legadpr the first time. | had never

been confident enough to compete with it beforemiosurprise | took 3 wickets and
haven't looked back since.
Participants were also inspired by their thougatgarding their upcoming performances. For

example, one participant described being inspisedthe thought that | could win . . . The
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| got the “fuck it’ factor. | said to myself “I haworked too hard to just give up. Next
time | get the opportunity | will get in the batdad show people | belong.” | was
aggressive and nothing was going to stop me. Widkah bowl things worked for me
and it went very well.
| nteracting with and watching role models. Inspiration was drawn from elite-level

athletes’ ability, demonstration of skill, and egtienal performances in highly pressurized

situations. For example, one participant wrote abeing inspired by the performance of a

role model in a pressurized situation:

It was David Beckham versus Greece in 2001, thédnp qualifier. The
importance of the goal he scored inspired menow did he do that with the weight
of a nation on his shoulders? [When he scored]sl mappy and excited.

Role models’ experiences of adversity were anathtalyst for participants’ experiences of

inspiration. Participants wrote about being ingpibgy the way in which their role models

dealt with adversity and difficult circumstanceslarere still able to perform. For instance,
one participant was inspired when watching the Ipamaics:
It amazed me to see that individuals who have bleait a tough hand in life manage
to overcome their disability and perform at thehast level. Especially ex-soldiers . .
. how they overcome the trauma of being at warlssdg injured, are able to put that
to one side and have the drive and determinati@ut¢oeed in sport.
Participants were also inspired by their percetioirole models’ confidence in
themselves, as one participant said, “It was Phbldgef in himself; that he could achieve

his goal of 8 gold’s. There were some close caliene he nearly missed out, like the 100

10
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game, make the team and have that experience myself

Interacting with role models also provided inspoat For example, when describing
her experience of seeing a role model presentahehing conference, one participant wrote,
“One of the course leaders was [a world-class théd she did a talk about her training
and lifestyle, and ran a training session durirggdburse. Hearing her talk and watching her
train was inspirational.” Praise from role moddsoanspired athletes. For example, a
discussion with a former international athlete ireth one participant:

| was told by the ex-pro that | could, if | put te&ort in, achieve my goals as a

player. | was just a club cricketer that loved gfaene; being a pro had never really

been an option. They told me | had what it took Iselieved him.

Demonstrations of leadership. Leadership seemed to be the major source of
inspiration in sport based upon the participargsponses. Participants reported being
inspired by both formal (individuals in a pre-detémed leadership position such as coaches
and captains) and informal leaders’ (individualghw a group who have no formal
leadership role) communication and behaviour. Biggnts recalled a variety of moments
when they were inspired by a leader’s speech. ¥amele, one participant said he was
inspired when, “the manager and captain gave arienab speech. They told us that we
needed to sort ourselves out, and gave us confdaynsaying ‘we are a lot better than how
we are playing’.”

Individual talks with leaders also evoked inspoatiFor example, one participant
recalled being spoken to by a national coach, ‘[Hrland coach was watching me fight.

He pulled me to one side [during the fight] andidhiat he believed | was better than | knew,

11
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applying the new marking and feeling relaxed abiojtihe mistake] helped us to win.”

Displays of leadership away from the competitiveiemment were also inspiring.
For example, one participant described the follgnsiiuation that he found inspiring:

| told my coach what | was feeling [that | didn’ant to carry on playing or training].

He pulled me aside during training and pointedrouffriends, all working hard, he

told me that these boys are my brothers, my faraig you can’t quit on family.

[The coach] told me that | had “special talent” @ndt | shouldn’t quit because | was

tired and in pain, instead | should keep going getdreward from it. That [what the

coach said] blew my mind and | carried on.

Providing opportunities, challenging individualadahaving high standards were also
cited as ways in which leaders could inspire agisleDne participant described how a coach
had inspired her by providing her with an opportyito switch to a preferred position
stating, “[The coach] gave me the opportunity, sedwer confidence in me and gave me the
challenge. [The coach] said that if | practiced ahdwed competency | could play that
position in the next game.”

Finally, leaders inspired athletes by being rolelgle and demonstrating high levels
of competency. As one participant recalled, he wagired by the captain’s effort and
persistence during competition because, “our captaver gave up when chasing the
opposition. [The captain] was very positive throoghand fully gave 110%.” Another
participant wrote, “We were representing East &ibnals and lost against Wales. | was
feeling very defeated and [my teammate] motivatedanmprove my performance . . . She

made every tackle, every run, and | wanted toKkeethat.”

12
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range of cognitions. Participants reported expermenincreased confidence in their
capabilities (e.g., achieving performance goalsilitg to deal with challenging situations
(e.q., perform well against higher-skilled opporsgnand setbacks (e.g., returning to the
same level following injury). For example, one papant recalled the consequences of an
inspirational team-talk from his coach writing, “Mpnfidence to perform well at the
competition was much greater. | felt more capabkkt@ad much greater belief in myself to
achieve what | had targeted.” Participants alsonep feeling more motivated in relation to
competing, achieving new goals, and improving tbein skill-levels. One participant
explained, “I felt like | wanted to push trainingrther, and | was determined to improve and
reach my goals . . . it [being inspired] made ned feore motivated to achieve.” In addition,
participants reported having more rational thougitien evaluating their own performances.
For example, one participant felt frustrated folilogva mistake which resulted in a goal and
recalled how being inspired, “changed my thougbtsualetting the team down . . . | felt
more relaxed, but focused to win.”

Athletes in team sports also recalled how insmratesulted in improved team
functioning including improved perceptions of teaatesion and a heightened sense of
belonging within a team. For instance, one pardctpeported identifying more with his
team following a speech by a senior player statinigave never felt more part of a team
before.” Episodes of inspiration also facilitatedreased levels of trust within a team with
one participant writing, “[the coach] then listeceey player’'s qualities which allowed me

and my teammates to trust each other.”

13
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increased pride, enjoyment, and enthusiasm for sipeirt following an episode of

inspiration. This was alluded to by one participahb described the impact of watching a
role model perform, writing, “It [seeing the roleodel perform] showed me that any situation
can be enjoyable . . . it has had a long-term imhaad have always had this enthusiasm since
then in any games | have played.” Participantsciamgid that being inspired gave them a more
positive outlook on their own performances and dde&d to a positive reappraisal of the
situation. For example, one participant descriledinfluence of inspiration on their feelings
following a loss in an important cup-final, “We tght we could win; we had very little

doubt. We played well and fought for each othettterfull 90 minutes, but we lost.

However, although we lost we were still proud of parformance.”

As well as the typical positive feelings facilitdtby an experience of inspiration,
participants also suggested that inspiration ctadd to what are usually considered negative
feelings (e.g., increased levels of aggressionyvéider, in these instances, participants
perceived these consequences as positive. Fonaestane participant wrote, “[Inspiration]
gave me enhanced anger to drive and focus me.”

Behaviour and performance. In the main, participants experienced a range of
positive outcomes on their physical behaviour (engreased effort, enhanced skill-level) as
a by-product of experiencing inspiration. Particifsadescribed feeling more energised and
aroused when inspired. For instance, one partitigascribed their team’s response to a
team-talk from their coach stating, “All of us beeamore highly aroused and positive
before we went out for the second half.” Being irexbled to participants expending greater

effort in training and competition (e.g., to reachew goal), as one patrticipant wrote:

14
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Ultimately, participants attributed improved perf@ance to the experience of
inspiration. For example, one participant described his coach’s inspirational half-time
team-talk proved the catalyst for improved perfanoe “the performance after the half-time
talk was much better and we won 2-1.” The effetisgpiration on performance were not
just limited to the specific context (e.g., currgamme) in which an individual or team were
inspired with one participant commenting that tmeanager’s intervention, “inspired us and
our performances for the rest of the season.”
Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore athletgperiences of being inspired in
sport. Firstly, we aimed to explore and understahdt inspiration means to athletes.
Consistent with many of the propositions outlinegbrevious literature (cf. Thrash,
Moldovan, Oleynick, et al., 2014), participantsqesved inspiration to be a highly emotive
and exciting state which has the power to altecggaions of their or their team’s capabilities
(in terms of potential or a specific situation) atiect their focus and effort towards a target.

Secondly, we aimed to explore the sources of infipi, with athletes identifying
three major sources of inspiration. Athletes waspired by their own unexpected successful
performances and the thought of potential sucdéssse findings provide support for Thrash
and Elliot’s (2003) contention that individuals amepired when they gain awareness of new
or better possibilities. To explain, when an athl@toduces a performance that exceeds their
perception of their capabilities they may be insgias it presents an image of what they may
be capable of in the future. Participants were gispired by the perceived positive

characteristics, dedication, and performanceshsraathletes competing at a higher level.
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suggestion that leaders can have an inspiringenfta on followers (e.g., Searle & Hanrahan,
2011). Indeed, the findings of the current studyvslteadership to be the major source of
inspiration for athletes in a sporting context. Speally, participants reported being inspired
by verbal (e.g., team-talks) and nonverbal (eeagtirgy a positive example) communication
and behaviour. These findings further our undeditanof inspiration in the leadership
context by indicating that, in addition to providia compelling vision of the future (e.g.,
Searle & Hanrahan, 2011), other behaviours maylssaspiring (e.g., setting an example
and expecting high standards of discipline).

As well as identifying potential sources of inspima, the present study also
examined the consequences of being inspired. Rrevasearch has found inspiration to
correlate with self-determined motivation and apgiomotivation (Thrash & Elliot, 2003,
2004), efficiency and productivity (Thrash, Marusket al., 2010), goal progress
(Milyavskaya et al., 2012), energy (Hart, 1998) ntaétoughness (Gucciardi et al., 2015),
and positive affect (Thrash, Elliot, et al., 201Dhe present study supports these findings but
also extends our understanding of the potentiaseguences of inspiration in the sporting
context. Indeed, as well as experiencing a rangmsitive cognitive, affective, and
behavioural outcomes, participants reported trsgdiration may enhance group functioning,
specifically team-bond and identification. Theselihgs provide some support for the
findings of previous research which suggests #edérship can improve cohesion (Smith,
Arthur, Hardy, Callow, & Williams, 2013) and impagbon a team'’s social identity (Slater,
Barker, Coffee, & Jones, 2014). Given that inspramay lead to these important outcomes,

future research should take a more detailed lodloatthese are facilitated by inspiration.
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potential of leaders may hold numerous benefitsndividuals and groups. However, little is
known regarding the ways in which leaders inspit¥ers (Frese, Beimel, & Schoenborn,
2003). The findings of this study further knowledgehis area, but the design of this study
did not allow for in-depth exploration dbwleaders inspired athletes. Further research to
explore what leaders do to inspire athletes wa®tbee deemed necessary.
Study 2

Building upon Study 1, Study 2 examined athletegieriences of inspirational
leadership. Specifically, we aimed to understaaflhpw leaders inspire followers (i.e., what
is it leaders say and do to inspire athletes)inlwhat situations athletes were inspired, and
(c) the consequences of inspiration.
Method

Participants. Participants were 17 athletes (13 male, 4 femabgd between 18 and
38 years (M = 27.12, SD = 7.07) with between 5 3dgears’ sport experience (M = 14.53,
SD = 8.47). These patrticipants had not taken pastudy 1. Participants had competed at
semi-professional, professional, national or irdional standard in a range of sports
including hockey, athletics, soccer, sailing, triah, and basketball. To be eligible for the
study, participants had to: (a) have experiencaddeship that had inspired them, and (b) be
willing to openly share thoughts, opinions, andexignces in an interview. These sampling
criteria were used to ensure that participants dbel information-rich cases who would be
able to provide detailed information pertaininghe research aims.

Procedure.Prior to commencement of the main study, a piltarnew was

conducted with one participant in order to evalusatd refine the content and clarity of the
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Instead, in the initial part of the interview, papgants were asked to recall situations in
which the leader inspired them, and these exanmyes recorded and then used as a
stimulus to structure the rest of the interview.

Following the pilot interview, potential participanwere contacted via a telephone
conversation or email to explain the study and @equoto their interest in taking part in the
study. If participants were interested in takingtpan individual interview was arranged.
Interviews were conducted as conversations usieg-@nded questions. Before the
interview started, participants were provided vifitformation regarding the purpose of the
study, the ways in which confidentiality would bhesared, and their right to withdraw at any
time. Participants were given an opportunity tofeantheir understanding of the study and
complete a consent form, before voluntarily procegavith the interview.

The interview began with introductory questiong (etell us about your major
achievements and highlights of your career in \gpart), which aimed to gain an
understanding of the participant’s background addree development of rapport between
the interviewer and participant. Participants wieen asked to talk generally about
inspirational leaders they had experienced in tbeieer. Next, participants were asked to
identify moments in which leaders had inspired therplaining what happened leading up
to these moments, what happened in the moments#étess, and the impacts of these
inspirational moments. All interviews were conductace-to-face, and lasted between 45
and 120 minutes (M = 82.47, SD = 24.91). Intervievese recorded using a digital recorder

and transcribed verbatim.
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The codes were then refined and sorted into brioahés relating to the inspirational

moment, the consequences of being inspired, andr&that influence athletes’ perceptions

of their leader. Following this, key themes werentified that best represented the essence of
each candidate theme.

Methodological rigor. To aid critical reflection, emerging findings weegularly
presented to the research team. The research t#adas “critical friends” throughout the
research process in order to provide a theoretmahding board to encourage reflection
surrounding the interpretation of data (Sparkesnéit®, 2013). Further, authenticity was
enhanced through the use of a reflexive journat 0$e of a reflexive research journal has
been proposed as an efficacious tool through wln@cknowledge the way in which the
researcher’s involvement can shape the researcesspas well as help the researcher focus
on the developing method and content of the st@adywer, Gilbert, & Sparkes, 2012). In this
instance, the notes referred to the researchdrjecive feelings, reflections on the interview
process, and emerging themes following each irgervkeflections were used to increase
the researcher’'s awareness of his own subjectwliging the research process, to assess the
interviews and data analysis, and aided the ongga@finement of the interview guide.
Results

In the following sections the categories that detbie participants’ experiences of
inspirational leadership are presented. First,ildegarrounding inspirational moments
experienced by the participants are reported. Skammnsequences of inspirational
leadership are presented, and finally, factorsitifatence athletes’ perceptions of their

leader are outlined.
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is divided into two parts outlining (a) the cont@xior to inspiration, and (b) the leader
actions which inspired the participants.

Context prior to being inspired. Participants were inspired following a range of
scenarios in which they experienced a range ofnijaegative, cognitions and emotions.
For example, prior to being inspired participamgsarted experiencing situations that could
have had potentially negative consequences (eltpwing injury or training in adverse
weather). This was illustrated by one participahbwecalled how an argument with their
coach had preceded inspirational leadership, “somgtvent on that prompted a response . .
. we were both really annoyed that it wasn’t gaoivedl, and we’d had quite a big clash. | was
nearly in tears at the time as | was so angry.fdPerance outcomes (positive and negative)
were another catalyst for inspirational leader beha. For example, inspirational moments
were preceded by negative performance either daongpetition or training, as highlighted
by one athlete who stated, “Before that [the iregmnal leader behaviour] we were 3-1
down, and everyone was getting deflated.”

Participants reported experiencing a range of megabgnitions prior to being
inspired by their coach. For example, they repoféetings of uncertainty relating to their
own potential, how to progress, and their abilitycope with the demands of a situation. One
participant described how she was feeling pricdampleting a gruelling training session:

| was like ‘I'm not going to be able to do it’.Was like fifty-eight miles and fifty-

eight hills, massive horrible hills . . . | was ligareally nervous, thinking “there’s no

way | can do this. I'm going to fail.”
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also noted feeling a range of (mainly negative) gons (e.g., frustration, worry). For
instance, following poor performance one athletgcdbed feeling, “a bit stressed and angry
and a bit depressed.”

Leader actionsleading to inspiration. The leaders discussed in this study
demonstrated a range of behaviours and actionsvéirat proposed to evoke inspiration.
Indeed, leaders evoked inspiration in participdmtsugh verbal and nonverbal
communication, which included praising and suppgrathletes, and displaying positive
emotional reactions to the participants’ perfornemnc

Leaders inspired participants by providing an epdenfor them to follow in terms of
behaviour and characteristics, and performancenguwompetition and training. For instance,
participants discussed moments where they werd@a@tspy seeing their leader train,
compete, and display exceptional effort. Indeee, participant perceived seeing his coach
perform to be an inspirational moment during higeasaying, “Seeing [the coach] compete
was inspirational . . . he was amazing at [histploe could beat everyone with his left-hand
even though he doesn’t play left-handed.”

Participants alseeported that leaders cultivated opportunitiesganspired. For
instance, participants described instances whesewlere inspired when their leader
provided opportunities for athletes to train withnaeet higher-level athletes. One athlete
recalled when another coach with Olympic experiemas brought in to training:

[The coach] had a lot of contacts and was ableitmlpeople at different levels in to

show us what we had to do to get to that next levelwe had an ex-Olympian come
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strategy to help them move forwards when they wesire how to proceed. For example,
one athlete described how her coach inspired herdyiding technical instruction when she
did not know how to compete against difficult oppots:

[The coach] talked to us about positioning . . fdwised on specific positional

skills—what the defence needed to do and whatdheards needed to do. Instead of

the defence just trying to go straight to the faxdga maybe passing it around and that
triggered what we had done in training previouslg avhat had happened in previous
matches as well.

Participants were also inspired by leader’s diex@ressions of belief such as the
participants’ potential for future successes armwin, their ability to cope with the demands
of a situation, and expressing higher expectationathletes. For example, one participant
recalled his coach’s reaction to a personal be$teance, “Wow! If you've improved that
much then you really could be something quite spegiite soon, and we must come up with
some ideas of how we can improve you.” Anotheredéhtlescribed how her coach expressed
belief in her ability to perform better followingfeustrating performance, “I know you're
frustrated but | know you can do better.”

Participants also discussed being inspired by bhebhes/that they perceived to
demonstrated belief. This was evidenced by onecggaanht’s perception of their coach
turning up to train them individually despite acsemweather conditions, “The belief
[inspired me], that he [the coach] had belief in Mieat he was willing to come down in the
snow to train just me, | must have had potenti@irhilarly, leaders attending competitions to

support participants was perceived as demonstsatibbelief. As one participant described:
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Participants also found emotional support to bpingy. Leaders demonstrated their
understanding of participants’ feelings in difficaircumstances by discussing the
participants’ concerns and providing support duthgse moments. For instance, following
a difficult build up to the competition and poorfeemance, which led to feelings of
frustration, one participant recalled her coachrgay

“We both know that the training prior to it wasideal, wasn’t what you wanted . . .

it's not the end of the world.” He [the coach] digmpathize with me at that point and

said “I know you're frustrated; | know you're goitegdo better.”

Consequences of inspirationBeing inspired by a leader led to a range of passiti
cognitive, affective, and behavioural responses.

Cognitive outcomes. Inspirational moments had an impact on particigahtaughts
and beliefs. For instance, participants reporte@ination to influence their motivation (e.g.,
to train, to return from injury), as one participaaid, the inspirational leadership made them,
“want to do more to succeed.” Inspiration was &sen to increase participants’ confidence
in a range of areas. Participants described hew lgkaders’ behaviour (e.g., demonstrating
belief in the athlete) led to increased confidenceir ability to accomplish further success.
This was highlighted by one participant who statédyas a really positive moment [coach’s
reaction to performance], | actually realised theat | could achieve . . . it was massive.”
Participants reported increased awareness andstadding of their potential as a result of
the inspirational moments. For example, one pauditi described how his leader’s reaction
to their performance led him to reassess his athpetential saying, “suddenly it [the

coach’s reaction] made me think, well maybe | caprove a lot and . . . it just made me
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555 realised that | was okay at the physical side tiheitechnical side needed work.”

556 The inspirational moments also produced a rangehar cognitive responses, such
557 as increased focus, the ability to let go of negatihoughts regarding previous performances,
558 and a positive approach to competition and trainiaglitionally, there were examples of the
559 participants’ feelings towards their leader beitrigrsgthened after the inspirational moment.
560 For instance, when recalling the impact of the iradnal moment, one participant stated,
561 “It just strengthened the bond and the trust.”

562 Affective outcomes. While many participants reported feelings of nagigtprior to

563 being inspired, a range of positive affective resas were reported as a result of the

564 inspirational moment. Participants reported feekrgited regarding their potential and the
565 opportunities that may come their way, and hapfamesport and general life) with one

566 participant describing the positive impact of imapon stating, “| hadn’t had a great race
567 when | went and spoke to [the coach] and it [caaeckaction] put a smile on my face.”

568 Participants also experienced a range of perforsaslated positive affective responses
569 (e.g., decreased frustration, increased pride).gantcipant recalled their feelings following
570 an inspirational interaction with his coach dedagh“l performed with a lot more passion
571 and enjoyment after that.” Further, participantzoréed feelings of relaxation following

572 inspirational interactions with the leader, witheguarticipant commenting, “[the coach] did
573 help me to switch off and just stop thinking abdior the day and relax.”

574 Behavioural and performance outcomes. The participants also perceived that

575 inspirational moments facilitated change in theaiming behaviours (e.g., dedicated more

576 time, increased effort). One participant described they challenged themselves more in
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participant explaining how her leader’s reactiolofeing poor performance facilitated
improved performance saying, “the next two daysirrg my performance really improved
and went really well for me.” As well as improveerformance outcomes, participants
reported inspiration to influence other performansated factors (e.g., increased effort). For
instance, one participant discussed the impacthailfatime team talk from her coach, “it
made me more persistent, so if | lost the ball Ulgo’t just stand there, I'd chase back.”

Factors that influence athletes’ perceptions of theleader. When discussing their
experiences of being inspired participants alsotimeed some factors that influenced their
perceptions of their leaders. These factors relatdelders’ characteristics and general
behaviour, and participants’ feelings towards telker.

Leader characteristics and general behaviour. Participants identified a range of
behaviours and characteristics that may have inflee their perceptions of the leader. For
example, when referring to how the leader promatgdnomy within the side, one
participant recalled how the coach would, “ask bstwe wanted to do before the weekend
and then he'd plan sessions around what we wami@al't There were also several examples
of the leader having high expectations, with on#iggpant commenting on the culture of
excellence facilitated by their leader saying, ‘dugse of the standards he'd set in training . . .
we basically had an international environment aud set-up.” The participants also
highlighted various characteristics common to leadeey identified as inspirational,
including aspects relating to the authority, apession, and enthusiasm. For instance,
participants perceived their leader to be genwne, participant commented, “I think it’s just

how he [the leader] was totally genuine . . . hemitarying to get something from you . . .
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feelings participants held toward their leader. @spect highlighted by participants was the
respect they had for their leader, with reasonstich respect including the leader’s
reputation and conduct. For example, one parti¢ipayhlighted how the whole team, “had
full respect for [the leader] because they knewtveheompetitor he was.” Trust in
competence and on a personal level was seen t@plagportant role in the interactions
between participants and leaders. Indeed, onecjpatit referred to the trust she had in her
coach’s training structure:

Sometimes I'll be like “oh, | can’t do that” . | panic that I'm going to push myself

too hard, but I go and do it and I'm alright. Sdol trust the way that he sets out the

timetable as well.
Discussion

The purpose of Study 2 was to understand how |eadspire athletes in sport.
Firstly, Study 2 explored the leadership behavidhbes inspire athletes in sport. There
appears to be some overlap between our findingpeewilous leadership research and
theory. For instance, a key behaviour within transfational leadership theory (Bass, 1985)
is inspirational motivation, where leaders insfoowers by articulating a compelling
vision of the future. In support of this, partiana in this study described being inspired
when leaders outlined their future potential. Hoarewn addition to this, the findings
indicated that leaders inspired athletes by dematnsg other behaviours including showing
athletes the way forward in difficult circumstancpsoviding a positive example to follow,
providing support, cultivating opportunities toibepired, and through emotional reactions to

athletes’ accomplishments.
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“opportune” moment to inspire followers, withoubpiding details of the contexts in which
leaders had inspired followers. Within the prestatly inspirational leader behaviour was
preceded by both negative and positive situaticoerapanied by a range of, mainly
negative, cognitions and emotions. These findimgansistent with previous research that
has found inspiration to occur on the same dayoagipe experiences and following
moments of difficulty, frustration, and struggleditf 1998; Thrash & Elliot, 2003). Thirdly,
this study examined consequences of inspiring shge Consistent with the findings of
Study 1, inspiration was seen to impact on paicip’ awareness of capabilities, confidence,
motivation, and behaviour.

Thirdly, this study examined the consequencessyirational leadership. As with
Study 1 inspiration was posed to result in a pasitnpact on cognitions, affect and
behaviour. However, Study 2 did hint at potengashporal differences in relation to these
consequences. The findings indicate that inspmatigght have both short-term (e.g., having
an impact on a team'’s performance in the secorfchalmatch) and long-term (e.g., raising
an athlete’s perceptions of what they may be capatiin the long-term) impacts on athlete
cognitions and behaviour. This suggests that thatdu of the impact may depend upon the
context and message delivered by an inspiring stisnéror example, a team-talk delivered at
half time may impact team performance in the sedwifiof a game, whereas a discussion
which raises an athlete’s awareness of their lengrfpotential may produce a more enduring
change in behaviour in order to achieve a long-tgoa.

Although not a predetermined aim of this studytipgants also outlined a range of

factors that influenced their perceptions of leagethich may influence the likelihood of
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Smith, Batten, & Birch, 2014). Such information imidead to an athlete having a greater
respect for their coach or developing strongerrogfficacy beliefs (e.g., Jackson, Knapp, &
Beauchamp, 2009) that make it more likely for drledé to be inspired.

General Discussion and Conclusions

The two studies conducted are the first to exjiekplore athletes’ experiences of
inspiration in sport. Findings indicate that ingpion is a powerful experience that can be
evoked and experienced in sport, and can subsdyglesd to a range of positive individual-
and group-related outcomes. Consequently, theségesntribute to the body of literature
on inspiration in three main ways by, (a) buildiqgpn Thrash and Elliot’'s (2003) previous
conceptualization of inspiration and extendingithte context of sport; (b) identifying
potential sources of inspiration in sport, and;qdining a range of individual- and group-
related consequences of being inspired.

The overall findings support Thrash and Elliot' 93, 2004) conceptualization of
inspiration and extend it to the context of spArtentral tenet of the conceptualization is
that inspiration results from an “epistemic eventvhich new or better possibilities are
revealed by, or revealed in an evocative stimubjeat” (Thrash & Elliot, 2004, p. 959).
Such an explanation aligns with ideas shared irstudies, which characterized inspiration
in sport as intense feelings of emotion and matweatan appreciation of something new, a
change in cognitions, and a desire to act uporetfedings. The findings also support the
tripartite conceptualization of inspiration (Thra&ltlliot, 2003) because, in all the
inspirational moments described by the athletespiration wasvokedby an external source

(e.g., a leaderjranscendedheir initial concerns (e.g., moving from a negatio positive
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affective states (e.g., from negative to positiwg)nfluencing their perception or awareness
of their capabilities. This finding may be explaingy self-regulation theory (cf. Carver &
Scheier, 1982), which posits that an individual wilmpare their perception of their present
(actual-) state against where they wish to be [idel®). If the actual-self does not match the
ideal-self, they will change their behaviour in @rdo reduce this discrepancy (providing
they have confidence in their ability and the knedge to do so). In relation to our findings,
it appears that leaders are able to change athpeteeeptions of their capability and,
subsequently, increase athletes’ expectancy otreduhis discrepancy, which subsequently
inspires them to strive towards their ideal- or lotugelves. Within the present study,
examples include the captain demonstrating excegitieffort that raises the teams’
awareness of what they should be doing (ought-sghed the coach telling an athlete that
they have the potential to reach the elite-lewagdi-selves). In particular, it appears from our
findings that the ability to change athletes’ pergjves is particularly salient when athletes
are feeling negative or at an early stage of ttemieers (where they perhaps do not have an
understanding of their own capability relative thays). Thus, leaders provided them with
the information required to counter the situathjch inspired them to behave in a manner
consistent with the information provided and sulbgedly lead to improved performance.
One question which arises from this suggestionrosgtne potential for inspiration to have a
negative impact on athletes. Specifically, whemiresl, if athletes’ perceptions of their
capabilities are raised significantly but theirfpemances do not meet these expectations

could this have a detrimental impact on the athdetd their development.
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demonstrations of belief, setting an example, shguhe way forward). Interestingly, these
behaviours appear to relate to the three formsaokmission (replication, actualization,
expression) that explain the way intrinsic quadifgesented by a stimulus inspires an
individual to extend these qualities to a selfval& object (cf. Thrash, Moldovan, Fuller, &
Dombrowski, 2014). To explain, setting an examplates taeplicationwhich refers to how
one is inspired by the qualities of a pre-existiject (e.g., dedication to self-improvement
displayed by a leader) in the environment and steeksproduce these qualities in a new
object (e.g., showing greater dedication to owiming and development). Demonstrating
belief appears to overlap wittttualization where appreciation of a compelling seminal idea
enters awareness during a moment of insight @lgader outlining an athlete’s potential)
and as such an individual is energized (e.g., thiete has greater confidence and is
motivated to work towards this potential) by thesgibility of bringing the idea into fruition.
Finally, showing the way forward has links weRpressionwhereby transmission is
facilitated by a compelling idea that is alreadylvieemed when it enters awareness (e.g.,
specific technical advice provided in order to deura difficult situation) and is acted upon
immediately (e.g., the team have an understandihgw to deal with the situation and adapt
their behaviour accordingly).
Limitations and Future Research

The current studies provide an in-depth examinatidhe ways in which athletes are
inspired in sport and subsequently offer a numlbéutare research avenues. However, this
research is not without its limitations. These udd the use of single point of contact data

collection methods and the retrospective naturecdll. However, given that inspiration is
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the present study only considered positive impatteing inspiredl However, it is
conceivable that there may be negative consequehtesng inspired and future research
could examine more fully the consequences of beisigired. Research could also look to
examine potential differences regarding the expegs of inspiration of athletes across
standards to see whether contextual factors @gtact time with a leader) may have an
impact on the frequency and intensity of inspinatio

Although research could look to examine the insjaral potential of personal
performances and thoughts, and role models ingreapth, considering the findings and the
impact leaders have on athletes, future reseamhiéhook to understand the factors that
influence the potential of leaders to inspire dtdelndeed, a recent critique of leadership
literature suggested that in order to further us@erding, researchers should look to
investigate specific aspects of leadership (varpp@nberg & Sitkin, 2013). For example, the
words ‘inspire’ and ‘inspiration’ are often useddafinitions, behavioural components, or
described as consequences within theories of IshigeiHowever, very little research has
examined the ways in which leaders act and belmaweder to inspire followers. While the
present research addresses this by directly exaginspirational leader behaviour in sport
further research should examine more fully the @sses through which leaders impact on
followers. For instance, qualitative methods shdaddised that enable us to examine the
dynamicprocessof leadership in order to produce grounded theqi®amir, 2011). Such

research would allow us to understand the processshole (e.g., how leaders are able to

We asked participants to discuss instances whegeviere inspired without providing them with infaation
or suggestion that this required them to recathinces that were positive. Thus, based upon odinfys, it
appears that implicitly people perceive inspiratisna positive experience.
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Overall, the present findings suggest that the eapee of inspiration can be evoked
in sport and lead to a range of positive outcorretirn, as these were the first studies to
explicitly explore inspiration in the context of@p the results offer a promising foundation
from which future research can build in order taenstand this complex process. In
particular, such research has the potential toreghkeadership practice and subsequently

improve athletes’ experiences and performanceaontsp
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Inspiration can be evoked by external sources amtsp
Leaders are a major source of inspiration for &tisle
Inspiration can change athletes’ awareness of tagiabilities.

Inspiration can influence confidence, motivatiowl &@haviour.



