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Abstract

Humility is a desirable quality for leaders across different domains, but not much is

known about humility in sports coaches. This study integrated positive and organi-

zational psychology to define humility as it pertains to sports coaches and examined

humble coaches’ influence on player development and team climate. Additionally,

trust was examined as a mediator between coaches’ humility and the two outcomes.

Participants (N¼ 184; Mage¼ 23.44, SDage¼ 8.69; 73.4% women) rated their

coaches’ humility and reflected on the coaches’ influence and their team climate.

Results indicated that affect-based, but not cognition-based, trust mediated the rela-

tionship between humility and coaches’ influence on players and team climate.

Theoretical and practical implications for sports coaches are discussed.
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Introduction

Talent is god given. Be humble. Fame is man-given. Be grateful. Conceit is

self-given. Be careful.

John Wooden

Whether striving to be a leader in medicine or business, humility appears to be a

desirable quality (Owens & Hekman, 2016; Ruberton et al., 2016). In sports,

humility is a celebrated characteristic among successful coaches, such as the

legendary basketball coach John Wooden (Perez, Van Horn, & Otten, 2014).

However, only anecdotal evidence exists to support the effectiveness of humble

coaches. The literature lacks a conceptualization of the humble coach, provides

no specific outcomes associated with their humility, and offers no mechanism to

explain humility’s influence on players and teams. In this study, we integrated

positive and organizational psychology to define humility as it pertains to sports

coaches (Cannon-Bowers & Bowers, 2006). Moreover, we examined two specific

outcomes of humble coaches: their influence on player development and team

climate. Additionally, we examined trust as a mediator for humility and

coaches’ influence on player development and team climate.

Humility

Humility has not always held status as a virtue (Wright et al., 2016). For exam-

ple, it has been tied to incompetence, vulnerability, and low self-esteem

(Emmons, 1999; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Tangney, 2000). However, as

researchers refined humility’s definition and made its measurement more precise

(Davis et al., 2011), they began to uncover its true potential as a virtue.

Today, ample evidence exists to support humility’s positive relationships with

psychological and physical health, prosocial behaviors, and quality interperson-

al relationships (Chancellor & Lyubomirksy, 2013; Davis et al., 2013; Exline &

Hill, 2012; Jankowski, Sandage, & Hill, 2013; Krause, 2010; Krause, Pargament,

Hill, & Ironson, 2016; LaBouff, Rowatt, Johnson, Tsang, & Willerton, 2012). In

the following, we review humility’s definition and propose how sports coaches

can exhibit humility accordingly. We cite evidence from general

humility research to guide the extension of humility to sports coaches.

We also summarize methodological challenges related to measuring humility.
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Although various definitions of humility exist, researchers generally agree that
humility in a stable quality, which has both intrapersonal and relational compo-
nents (Chancellor & Lyubomirksy, 2013; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; for state
approach, see Kruse, Chancellor, & Lyuomirsky, 2017). In terms of intrapersonal
dynamics, humble people tend to have a secure, accepting identity (Tangney,
2000), freedom from distortion (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs,
2001), and openness to new information (Stangor & Thompson, 2002). In terms
of interpersonal relations, humble people tend to be other-focused and hold
egalitarian beliefs (Chancellor & Lyubomirksy, 2013).

Accordingly, humble coaches may possess a calm, secure, and accepting iden-
tity that is not hypersensitive to ego threats, such as a loss from competition
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Tangney, 2000). Their self-impressions are clear,
internally consistent, and stable. Coaches may be less concerned with social
comparisons and self-evaluations, instead choosing to be kind to one’s self
(Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007). Through this conceptualization, coaches
embrace the present and understand that different struggles are experienced
broadly by all individuals. This may allow them to buffer the effects of negative,
self-relevant events and reduce anxiety (Kesebir, 2014).

Consistent with a stable identity, humble coaches’ self-view may be more
accurate and free from distortion. They can accurately manage self-relevant
information, clearly assess their strengths and weaknesses, and accept respon-
sibility for their errors without the need for self-enhancing or self-debasing
behavior (Tangney, 2000). Therefore, humility may allow coaches to accept
self-limitations and manage information directed at the self without the need
to enhance or uphold unrealistically high or low self-views (Baumeister et al.,
2001; Tangney, 2000). This may lead coaches to accept responsibility for
negative events with less malice and lower negative affect (Leary, Tate,
Adams, Allen, & Hancock, 2007).

Humble coaches are likely to be open to new information that might offer
insights about one’s self and the world (Chancellor & Lyubomirksy, 2013).
They seek the truth and knowledge even in potentially embarrassing situations.
This motivation is driven by the want of learning rather than the fear of failure
(Diseth, 2003). This outlook empowers coaches to learn from others who are
different, thus reducing favoritism and social categorization, as well as clearly
analyzing alternative viewpoints without distortion or prejudice (Stangor &
Thompson, 2002).

Consistent with the idea that humility has internal and relational compo-
nents, humility may also influence coaches’ interactions with others (e.g., play-
ers, staff). Humble coaches may display a lack of self-focus, thereby increasing
awareness and appreciation for others. The ability to empathize and sympathize
with other people can create a stronger social community with positive
social outcomes (Chancellor & Luybomirsky, 2013). Indeed, this other-focus
orientation creates a collective-promotion focus whereby a group is able to
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reach its full potential (Owens & Hekman, 2016). This concern for others can be
expressed in a number of ways including forgiveness (Shepherd & Belicki, 2008),
helpfulness (LaBouff et al., 2012), and generosity (Exline & Hill, 2012).

Finally, coaches’ interactions with others may demonstrate their egalitarian
beliefs. They see others as having the same intrinsic value as themselves
(Tangney, 2000). Therefore, they share available resources and treat others
equally and fairly (Hilbig & Zettler, 2009). They tend to be more communitarian
and cooperative than individualistic and competitive, regardless of consequence
or expectation (Riyanto & Zhan, 2014).

There are unique challenges to measuring humility. For example, implicit
measures of humility are available, but they can have unreliable construct valid-
ity (Davis et al., 2011; Rowatt et al., 2006). Alternatively, self-report measures
(e.g., HEXACO, Lee & Ashton, 2004) create a dilemma in which a truly humble
person is not likely to portray themselves as humble, seeing their recitation of
achievement as prideful or boasting (an exception may be an indirect self-report
measure of state humility, see Kruse et al., 2017). A relational approach may be
the best strategy to overcome the self-report limitations associated with mea-
suring the stable display humility (Davis et al., 2011; Landrum, 2011; Cohen,
Panter, Turan, Morse, & Kim, 2013). That is, instead of asking coaches to rate
their own humility, it may be more prudent to ask their players to rate their
coaches’ level of humility (Funder, 1995; Kenny, Albright, Malloy, &
Kashy, 1994).

Outcomes of coaches’ humility

We propose that when coaches are humble, they can serve as a positive influence
on their player’s whole-person development including athletic, academic, and
personal success. In addition, humble coaches create a positive team climate in
which players have room to prosper.

Influence on player development. Coaches are in a position to influence their
players’ athletic, academic, and personal development. The main expectation
is that coaches influence their players’ athletic development (Iso-Ahola, 1995).
Effective coaches teach proper technical skills and strengthen players’ psycho-
logical preparedness to increase their rate of success (Smith, Smoll, & Cumming,
2007). They influence their players’ training motivation (Goose & Winter, 2012).
Coaches also ensure their athletes are at peak physical condition to meet the
demands of competition and create a safe and productive recovery process
to ensure players successfully return from injury (Fernandes et al., 2014).
In addition to their influence on athletic development, coaches can influence
their players’ academic development. For example, coaches can set high expect-
ations for academic performance and affect academic behaviors such as
class attendance (Martens, Dams-O’Connor, & Beck, 2006). Coaches can also
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be instrumental in their players’ personal development by affecting their players’
health behaviors and through deterring them from engaging in harmful
behaviors, such as excessive alcohol consumption (Mastroleo, Marzell,
Turrisi, & Borsari, 2012). Moreover, coaches can have long-term impacts
by positively influencing players’ value orientation (Kemper, 1968) and career
pursuits (Snyder, 1972).

Team climate. Beyond engaging their players on an individual level, effective
coaches also create a positive team climate, which represents team members’
perceptions of the group’s norms, attitudes, and motivations (e.g., Anderson &
West, 1998; Burch & Anderson, 2003; Kim & Cruz, 2016; Pirola-Merlo, Hartel,
Mann, & Hirst, 2002). When there is a productive team climate, team cohesion
is increased, which leads to athletes becoming more self-motivated, more ded-
icated to their team, sport, and success (Carron, Bray, & Eys, 2002; Turman,
2003). Furthermore, research demonstrated that players are more satisfied with
coaches who create high team cohesion, even when controlling for the effect of
player-leaders on the team (Fransen, Decroos, Vande Broek, & Boen, 2016).
On the other hand, when teams face decreased cohesion, team members tend to
be fearful of inequity, embarrassment, and ridicule (Keegan, Spray, Harwood,
& Lavallee, 2011). Team climate may also influence creativity and innovation
(e.g., Hülsheger, Anderson, & Salgado, 2009; Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2011).

Trust as a mechanism

Research and anecdotal evidence support sports coaches’ potential for influenc-
ing player development and team climate. However, for humble coaches, the
path to these outcomes may be different. We propose that humble coaches
positively influence their players and create a cohesive team climate because
they effectively gain players’ trust (Ergeneli, Sa, Ari, & Meti, 2007; Williams,
2007). Coaches can build trust through their competence and responsibility or
by creating emotional bonds with players (McAllister, 1995). That is, coaches
can develop cognition-based or affect-based trust (Chua, Ingram, & Morris,
2008; Schaubroeck, Lam, & Peng, 2011).

Cognition-based trust relies on a rational and effortful process in which play-
ers make decisions about whether to trust their coach based on the coach’s skills
and abilities (McAllister, 1995). Therefore, cognition-based trust is usually
situation-specific; players must incorporate evidence of trustworthiness from
individual circumstances they encounter (Gian, Karen, & Mark, 2012;
Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Ultimately, if a player finds enough evidence or
“good reasons” to trust the coach, then he or she will do so.

In addition to cognition-based trust, coaches can build affect-based trust with
their players. Affect-based trust forms when a coach expresses genuine concern
for the well-being of their players and invests in and intrinsically values
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relationships with their players (Chua et al., 2008; McAllister, 1995;

Schaubroeck et al., 2011). Both the player and coach feel that these emotional

ties are mutual (Gian et al., 2012; Williams, 2007). Unlike cognition-based trust,

which is more superficially contingent on the coaches’ merits and qualifications,

affect-based trust uniquely depends on faith and emotional trustworthiness.

This faith requires players to make greater time and emotional investments as

compared to competency-based evaluations. Affect-based trust may be easier

for humble coaches to cultivate because humble people tend to exhibit prosocial

behaviors such as helpfulness (LaBouff et al., 2012) and willingness to forgive

others (Rowatt et al., 2006), which enable them to form more quality interper-

sonal relationships.

Summary of proposed model and hypotheses

Humility is a desired virtue for leaders generally, but it is unclear how sports

coaches can be humble and how coaches’ humility affects players and teams.

We propose that humble coaches influence their players personally, academically,

and athletically and humble coaches build a conducive team climate. Moreover,

we propose that humility operates through trust, especially affect-based trust.

That is, humble coaches build trusting relationships with their players by creating

deep emotional bonds and, in the process, coaches can become more influential

and establish a productive team climate. Therefore, we hypothesize that

• Hypothesis 1: Affect-based, but not cognition-based, trust mediates the rela-

tionship between coaches’ humility and players’ perceptions of their coaches’

general influence.
• Hypothesis 2: Affect-based, but not cognition-based, trust mediates the

relationship between coaches’ humility and players’ perceptions of their

team climate.

Method

Participants

Undergraduate students completed an online survey to earn research participa-

tion for their introduction to psychology class or to earn extra credit for other

psychology courses. These are general undergraduate students (i.e., we did not

specifically recruit student-athletes at the university). Participants answered a

series of demographic questions and then they indicated whether they have

participated in an organized sport. Only participants who responded yes were

included in this study (N¼ 184; Mage¼ 23.44, SDage¼ 8.69; 73.4% women; 71%

White/Caucasian, 17% Black/African American, 8% identified with more than

one option, 3% Asian, and 1% preferred not to say/other).
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Participants focused on the most recent organized sports experience and the
corresponding coach. If a participant stated that he or she was currently playing
on an organized sports team (4% of total), they were asked to focus on this
coach and team while responding to the survey.

Measures

Athletic experience, coach, and team. Participants indicated how many years they

have participated in organized sports (M¼ 6.97, SD¼ 5.10), how many years it
has been since they participated in organized sports (M¼ 3.55, SD¼ 1.67), and
what sport it was (18% soccer; 11% softball; 10% basketball; 9% volleyball;
7% tennis; 7% cheer; 5% baseball; �3% each for football, gymnastics, lacrosse,

swim, track, and field; other listed sports, include bowling, cross country, field
hockey, shooting, skiing, and ultimate Frisbee, all less than 2%). They also
provided the coach’s gender (36% female), how many years they played
for this coach (M¼ 3.46, SD¼ 3.15), and their perception of the team’s

success (“Compared to other teams, how successful was your team?” 1 (not
very successful), 7 (extremely successful); M¼ 4.95, SD¼ 1.27). Additionally,
participants answered questions about their coach’s humility, overall influence,
team climate, and trust.

Relational humility. Participants rated their coaches’ humility by completing the
five-item Global Humility subscale of the Relational Humility Scale (Davis
et al., 2011). Sample questions include “This coach has a humble character”
and “Most people would consider this coach a humble person.” Items were

rated using a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). The scale produced a high level of internal consistency (a¼ .96,
M¼ 3.52, SD¼ 1.14).

Coach’s influence. Coaches’ influence on their players was measured using three

face-valid items. “How influential was this coach . . . (1) to your personal devel-
opment? (2) to your athletic development? (3) to your academic development?”
Items were rated using a seven-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all influential) to
7 (highly influential). Because responses to these three items correlated strongly

to each other, we combined the three items to produce a holistic measure of
coaches’ overall influence on player development. Not surprisingly, the items
produced a high level of internal consistency (a¼ .83, M¼ 4.24, SD¼ 1.66).

Team climate. Players’ perception of their team climate was measured using the
11-item Team Climate Inventory (Anderson & West, 1998). Sample items
include “To what extent are the members of your team critical of new ideas?
[R]”; “How supportive are the other members of your team?”; and “To what

extent do you feel at ease with the members of your team?” Items were rated
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using a five-point Likert scale from 1 (a very little extent) to 5 (a very great
extent). The scale produced a high level of internal consistency (a¼ .85,
M¼ 3.74, SD¼ .71).

Affect- and cognition-based trust. The two dimensions of trust were measured using
McAllister’s (1995) scale. Participants indicated their agreement on a scale from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Affect-based trust was measured using
a five-item subscale (a¼ .92, M¼ 4.77, SD¼ 1.67). Sample items include “We
have a sharing relationship. We can both freely share our ideas, feelings, and
hopes”; “If I shared my problems with this coach, I know (s)he would respond
constructively and caringly”; and “I would have to say that we have both made
considerable emotional investments in our working relationship.”

Cognition-based trust was measured using a six-item subscale (a¼ .89,
M¼ 5.29, SD¼ 1.34). Sample items include “This coach approaches his/her
job with professionalism and dedication”; “Given this coach’s track record,
I see no reason to doubt his/her competence and preparation for the job”;
and “Most people, even those who aren’t close friends of this coach, trust and
respect him/her as a coach.”

Results

Assumptions and preliminary analyses

We examined the main assumptions for multiple regression prior to conducting
the analyses. There were no univariate outliers (all z-scores were below� 3.29;
Martin & Bridgmon, 2012) and there were no multivariate outliers (all
Mahalanobis distance scores were below the critical chi-square value of 20.51,
df¼ 5, a¼ .001; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The highest variance inflation
factor value was 1.35, which is lower than the conservative benchmark of 5,
suggesting that collinearity was not an issue. Additionally, the histogram of
standardized residuals supported a symmetrical pattern that is within a
normal distribution outline. The P-P plot further supported the normality
assumption. Finally, the residual scatter plot provided added support for
normality, linearity, in addition to homoscedasticity.

Assured that no assumptions were violated, a multiple regression analysis
was performed to examine the relationship between participants’ gender,
coaches’ gender, and the variables of interest: ratings of humility, affect-based
trust, cognition-based trust, overall influence, relationship length with
coach, team success, and team climate. The results did not support a significant
relationship between the predicting variables and the outcome variables of inter-
est, F(7,125)¼ .65, p¼ .71. For the main variables of interest, the effect of
participants’ gender (b¼ .11, SE¼ .25, t¼ .45, p¼ .65) and coaches’ gender
(b¼ .11, SE¼ .25, t¼ .45, p¼ .65) did not significantly predict humility ratings
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nor did participants’ gender (b¼ .11, SE¼ .36, t¼ .31, p¼ .74) and coaches’
gender (b¼�.08, SE¼ 1.2, t¼�.07, p¼ .95) significantly predict affect-based
trust. This suggests that the impact of humility does not depend on the athlete’s
or the coach’s gender. See Table 1 for bivariate correlations between the vari-

ables of interest.

Main analyses

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to assess each component of the

proposed mediation model that affect-based and not cognition-based trust
mediates the relationship between coaches’ humility and coaches’ overall influ-
ence. The results supported a significant connection between the variables of
interest, F(5,149)¼ 29.01, p< .0001, R2¼ .49. Controlling for team success,

b¼ .32, t(153)¼ 3.87, p< .001, and relationship length between player and
coach, b¼ .02, t(153)¼ .72, p¼ .47, we found that coaches’ humility was posi-
tively associated with coaches’ overall influence, b¼ .68, t(153)¼ 7.22, p< .001.
We also found that coaches’ humility was positively related to affect-based trust,

b¼ 1.00, t(153)¼ 12.53, p< .001, and cognition-based trust, b¼ .86, t(153)¼
10.49, p< .001. Lastly, results indicated that affect-based trust was positively
associated with coaches’ overall influence, b¼ .43, t(153)¼ 4.06, p< .001, but
cognition-based trust was not associated with coaches’ overall influence, b¼ .04,

t(153)¼ .48, p¼ .63. Mediation analyses were tested using the bootstrapping
method with bias-corrected confidence estimates (MacKinnon, Lockwood, &
Williams, 2004; Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Although the path from cognition-
based trust to coaches’ influence is not significant, that fact is immaterial under

the current mediation analysis method (Hayes, 2009). Moreover, it is important
to test affect-based trust as a mediator while controlling for the effects of
cognition-based trust; therefore, we continued to test cognition-based trust as
a mediator. In the present study, the 95% confidence interval (CI) of the indirect

effects was obtained with 5000 bootstrap resamples (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).
Results of the mediation analysis confirmed the mediating role of affect-based

Table 1. Bivariate Correlations of Variables of Interest.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Humility –

2. Affect-trust .73*** –

3. Cognition-trust .66*** .80*** –

4. Overall influence .54*** .62*** .58*** –

5. Relationship length .22** .26** .23** .25** –

6. Team success .23** .32*** .39*** .42*** .17* –

7. Team climate .30*** .47*** .41*** .36*** .26** .50** –

*p< .05, **p< .01, ***p< .001.
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trust in the relation between coaches’ humility and their overall influence,
b¼ .43, CI [.23, .68]. On the other hand, cognition-based trust was found not
to mediate the relation between coaches’ humility and their overall influence,
b¼ .04, CI [�.14, .24]. In addition, results indicated that the direct effect of
humility on overall influence became nonsignificant, b¼ .20, t(153)¼ 1.58,
p¼ .12, when controlling for affect- and cognition-based trust, thus suggesting
full mediation. Figure 1 displays the results.

Similar multiple regression analyses were conducted with team climate as the
outcome. The results showed a significant relationship between the variables of
interest, F(5,146)¼ 17.14, p< .0001, R2¼ .37. Controlling for team success,
b¼ .22, t(150)¼ 5.44, p< .001, and relationship length between player and
coach, b¼ .02, t(150)¼ 1.37, p¼ .17, we found that coaches’ humility was pos-
itively associated with team climate, b¼ .13, t(150)¼ 2.88, p¼ .004. We also
found that coaches’ humility was positively related to affect-based trust,
b¼ 1.00, t(150)¼ 12.56, p< .001, and cognition-based trust, b¼ .86, t(153)¼
10.49, p< .001. Lastly, results indicated that affect-based trust was positively
associated with team climate, b¼ .19, t(150)¼ 3.40, p< .001, but cognition-
based trust was not associated with team climate, b¼�.01, t(150)¼�.22,
p¼ .82. Results of the mediation analysis confirmed the mediating role of
affect-based trust in the relationship between coaches’ humility and team cli-
mate, b¼ .19, CI [.07, .29]. On the other hand, cognition-based trust was found
not to mediate the relationship between coaches’ humility and team climate,
b¼�.01, CI [�.13, .10]. In addition, results indicated that the direct effect of
humility on team climate became nonsignificant, b¼�.04, t(150)¼�.65,
p¼ .52, when controlling for affect- and cognition-based trust, thus suggesting
full mediation. Figure 2 displays the results.

Figure 1. Indirect effect of coaches’ humility on their overall influence through affect-based
(and not cognition-based) trust. Note: ***p< .001.

10 Psychological Reports 0(0)



Discussion

Although anecdotal experience suggests that humble coaches are effective and

desired, empirical evidence is needed to address how coaches’ humility may

engender a productive team climate and enable coaches to influence their

athletes. Our findings confirm our hypotheses that affect-based, and not

cognition-based, trust mediates the relationship between coaches’ humility

and their overall influence on athletes’ development and team climate. These

findings are congruent with the literature on humility and trust.
When coaches display humility, they display a secure accepting identity, a

self-view that is free from distortion, and an openness to new information.

Humility also affects how they form relationships with others (Chancellor &

Lyubomirksy, 2013). Humble coaches may tend to focus on other people’s needs

and view others as equals. When coaches successfully manage their own identity

and interactions with players, they are more likely to form affect-based relation-

ships with their players. This outcome has intuitive appeal given that

affect-based trust forms from mutual faith and emotional bonds, whereas

cognition-based trust relies on perceptions of competence, responsibility,

reliability, and dependability (McAllister, 1995; Schaubroeck et al., 2011).

When players attempt to determine how much trust to place in their coach,

they may assess the coach’s competency by reviewing the coach’s prior record

of accomplishment; however, this evidence may not directly involve their

participation. For example, a player may cognitively view their coach as

successful because their coach has a winning record with a different team or

different players, yet despite such success, the player may fail to envision how

the prior success directly translates to their own goals or motivations.

Figure 2. Indirect effect of coaches’ humility on team climate through affect-based (and not
cognition-based) trust. Note: **p< .01, ***p< .001.
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Conversely, when coaches focus on their players’ needs, treat them as partners in
the process, and are open to new information, players can bond more easily with
their coaches and can understand how their coach can personally influence
them. Clearly, affect-based trust requires more time and investment than
cognition-based trust (McAllister, 1995; Schaubroeck et al., 2011), but this
aligns with the nature of humility, which requires a steady and patient approach
and disposition.

Additionally, when humble coaches open themselves to new information and
have an accurate self-view, they may recognize and acknowledge instances
where they are wrong (Chancellor & Lyubomirksy, 2013). When this occurs,
they open themselves up for verdicts about their competence, which may neg-
atively affect their ability to form cognition-based trust. However, this act may
further reinforce affect-based trust in their players by displaying their vulnera-
bility and egalitarian beliefs—just as players can be wrong, so can their coach.

Through affect-based trust, humble coaches can instil their influence on their
players’ overall development (i.e., athletic, academic, and personal). Whereas
cognition-based trust is domain specific (e.g., sports), affect-based trust can
influence areas beyond the player’s athletic achievements. Players may feel
that their coaches care about them beyond their ability to perform on the
court or field if they share a mutual emotional bond. As a result, they may
seek advice from their coach and allow their coach to influence their lives in
areas outside of athletics. Alternatively, if athletes’ trust of their coach is solely
based on competence, players may not easily think of their coach as an expert in
other areas of need, which may prevent players from seeking advice from
their coaches. This failure may ultimately limit how much influence their
coach possesses.

In addition, when affect-based trust is earned, players not only benefit on an
individual basis but it may also translate to a better team climate. Humble
coaches may be able to disarm some of the negative influences that characterize
the competitive culture of athletics by forming affect-based trust with their
players (Chan, Shaffer, & Snape, 2004). For example, when humble coaches
form affect-based relationships, they increase a sense of equity among players
because players may view themselves and their teammates as equals instead
of looking to establish dominance and enforce a hierarchy. In addition, when
players have an emotionally trusting relationship with their coaches, they may be
more tolerant of their teammates’ mistakes and errors, and less likely to embar-
rass and ridicule, which ultimately improves team cohesion (Turman, 2003).

Limitations and future directions

We sought to examine humble coaches’ influence on their players. Thus, we
broadly operationalized influence as players’ self-report of athletic, academic,
and personal influence. Because of the broad definition, it may be difficult to
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specifically identify how humble coaches affect appreciable change in their play-
ers. We believe that this holistic reflection by players has its merits in capturing
players’ overall assessment of their coach. Nonetheless, future research can
complement this broad approach by examining specific outcomes that directly
reflect academic influence (e.g., grade point average; Weathington, Alexander, &
Rodebaugh, 2010), personal development (e.g., growth mindset; Flory &
McCaughtry, 2014), and athletic development (e.g., number of matches won,
personal athletic awards; Larsen, Alfermann, Henriksen, & Christensen, 2013).

Another limitation of the current study arises from the overlap in players’
retrospective assessments of their coach’s humility and coach’s influence on
team climate, which potentially creates a common source bias. Because humility
is a difficult construct to measure reliably via self-report (Landrum, 2011; Cohen
et al., 2013), future research may look to determine the relationship between
players’ evaluations of their coaches’ humility with more objective outcomes
such as win percentage (e.g., from archives) or percentage of players who with-
draw from participation under a coach’s tenure (Rottensteiner, Laakso, Pihlaja,
& Konttinen, 2013). Additionally, future research can use multiple ratings of the
same coach to see if current players agree about the coach’s level of humility
(e.g., Huynh, Sweeny, Miller, 2018). However, when taking this approach,
researchers should be careful to model the data appropriately to avoid bias
due to nesting effects. Moreover, researchers may also want to ask coaches to
rate their own humility and compare it to players’ ratings of their coaches’
humility. By doing this, researchers can examine whether a player’s individual
perception of a coach is predictive of the coach’s overall humility.

Finally, we attempted to discover mechanisms through which humility oper-
ates in order to engender change. Although we found support for affect-based
trust as a mediator, our data are correlational in nature. Future research should
seek to experimentally manipulate humility (e.g., Davis et al., 2011; Kruse et al.,
2017) and potentially manipulate affect- and cognition-based trust to determine
causality. Until then, our findings suggest a relationship between humility, trust,
and influence and team climate, but the causal arrow remains unclear.

Practical implications for coaches

Findings from this study can empower coaches to value, pursue, and express
humility. By being humble, coaches can build stronger emotional bonds with
their players and make a lasting impression on their players and teams. Just as
leaders are able to learn leadership skills (Avolio, 2005) and coaches can benefit
from coaching education (MacDonald, Cote, & Deakin, 2010), it may be pos-
sible for coaches to engage in practices that can help boost their humility.
For example, to directly express humility, coaches can practice nonjudgmental
self-reflection to gauge their own strengths and weakness. They can also seek
feedback from their players and staff and display an openness to different
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opinions and viewpoints. Coaches can also display humility by noting other
team members’ contributions in instances of success and claim their share of

culpability in instances of failures. Additionally, coaches can engage in
other practices such as expressing gratitude (Kruse et al., 2014) and seeking
experiences of awe (Stellar et al., 2017) to increase their humility.

Conclusion

Although humility is regarded as important for leaders, humility of sports

coaches and its outcomes are not well understood. Our study provides evidence
to suggest that humble coaches are successful, not merely because of their expe-

rience or competence, but because of their ability to build emotional bonds with
their athletes. This evidence suggests that humility enables coaches to establish
secure, trusting relationships, exert a positive influence on their players, and

build a productive team.
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