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This study investigates the relationship between responsible leadership and work engagement 

using learning organization as a mediator. A quantitative approach was used in the present study. 

Data were collected from 302 participants, using evidence from the sports event industry in 

Japan. The results revealed responsible leadership positively affects learning organization and 

work engagement. The results also suggest that learning organization partially mediates the 

relationship between responsible leadership and work engagement. A qualitative approach is 

needed to more fully understand how/why responsible leadership development affects employee 

work engagement and the role of learning organization. Responsible leadership development has 

become essential for creating sustainable positive impacts in the sports event industry.  

Keywords: Responsible leadership, learning organization, employee work engagement, 

the sports event industry 
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Responsible Leadership as an Approach to Facilitate Olympic Work Engagement via 

Learning Organization 

Introduction  

Responsible leadership is an emerging focus in the contemporary leadership literature 

(Maak & Pless, 2006; Pless, 2007) as well as in sport event contexts specifically. It is defined as 

“the art and ability involved in building, cultivating and sustaining trustful relationships to 

different stakeholders, both inside and outside the corporation, and in coordinating responsible 

action to achieve a meaningful, commonly shared business vision” (Maak, 2007, p. 334). 

Responsible leadership is linked with several important outcomes (Doh & Quigley, 2014; Pless 

& Maak, 2011) such as legitimacy, trust stakeholder, relations, social capital, ethical culture, 

social entrepreneurship, performance, attitudes and cognitions, motivation, job satisfaction, 

effect on followers (Voegtlin et al., 2012), leader effectiveness and team effectiveness 

(Megheirkouni, 2019b). Given that responsible leadership is a social-relational and ethical 

phenomenon, occurring within social interactions, a responsible leader can influence the attitudes 

and behaviors of followers (Pless & Maak, 2011). However, the process whereby responsible 

leaders influence subordinates behaviors or attitudes is not straightforward. According to Maak 

and Pless (2006), responsible leaders cultivate sustainable and trustful relationships with 

different stakeholders and to co-ordinate their action to achieve common objectives.  

The relationship between responsible leadership and work engagement differs across 

various stakeholders inside and outside sports event settings. As a result, research on responsible 

leadership has followed two paths: one that attempts to clarify who should be included as a 

relevant other in networks of leader–stakeholder relationships, and another that seeks to 

investigate conceptually and empirically what might be described as responsible leader mindsets. 
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Waldman and Galvin’s (2008) differentiation of economic and stakeholder perspectives of 

responsible leadership suggest a spectrum of mindsets, ranging from high to low levels of regard 

for others. Similarly, Maak and Pless (2006) point out this spectrum represents the quality of 

responsibility, and thus responses to followers (stakeholder) concerns likely depend as much on 

contextual and institutional factors as on individual and organizational aspects. 

The results of sport event research indicate that particular leadership behaviors or styles 

may refer to ‘responsibility’ when they help achieve positive outcomes. For example, 

transformational leadership, servant leadership, authentic leadership were perceived as effective 

in the sports event sector (Megheirkouni, 2017a; Megheirkouni, 2019a; Megheirkouni, 2021; 

Megheirkouni et al., 2018). Studies have also revealed that servant leaders are perceived as 

responsible leaders when they put others first (Megheirkouni, 2018b; Parris & Peachey, 2013; 

Rieke et al., 2008; Wells & Welty Peachey, 2016), while in other published research, it has been 

suggested that effective leaders are those who seek to build high-quality LMX relationships 

(Bang, 2011; Cranmer & Myers, 2015, Hoye, 2004; Megheirkouni, 2017c; Megheirkouni, 2020). 

However, none of these studies has provided clarity on the notion of ‘responsibility’ in the sports 

event industry or how responsible leaders influence subordinates’ attitudes and behaviors in that 

setting. Despite a growing body of research on leadership and its outcomes in the sports and 

events sector (Davies, 2015; Pernecky, 2015), to date work engagement (Allen & Bartle, 2014), 

responsible leadership (Megheirkouni, 2019b), and learning organization (Xie, 2005) has 

received little attention. 

Our study aims to test the effect of responsible leadership on work engagement, as well 

as the mediating role of learning organization in this relationship. Exploring the intervening 

effects of learning organization in this relationship has been specifically highlighted as lacking in 



RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP IN OLYMPIC GAMES 5 

 
 

sport event context (Megheirkouni, 2018a). By examining the relationship between responsible 

leadership and work engagement, the present study responds to calls for further research by 

Megheirkouni (2019b) on responsible leadership, Allen and Bartle (2014) on work engagement, 

and Xie (2005) on the notion of a learning organization.  

There are three primary benefits of the current research. First, the present study extends 

the literature on learning organization by providing empirical evidence on its role in the sports 

events industry. Second, this study adds to the literature on work engagement by investigating 

the role of responsible leadership and learning organization as drivers of work engagement. 

Third, this study provides explanations of the influence of responsible leadership on work 

engagement via the mediating role of learning organization in sports events settings.   

Literature Review 

The Sports Event Industry in Japan 

In 2016, the Japanese government approved the Action Plan for Strengthening Industrial 

Competitiveness (Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet, 2017). The development of the 

sports industry was one of the major pillars with an explicit aim to expand the size of this 

industry from US $50.5 billion in 2015 to US $150.2 billion in 2025. There is no unified sports 

event classification in Japan. The Sasakawa Sports Foundation has classified sports events into 

two levels: top sport and lifelong sport events (2017). It has further divided these two levels into 

the international and local levels as well as multiple event and single event types. For example, 

the 2020 Olympic Games is classified as a “top sport event,” “international level,” and “multiple 

event” and Rugby World Cup 2019 as a “top sport event,” “international level,” and “single 

event”.  
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In addition to these mega sporting events, the World Masters Games 2021 

(lifelong/international/multiple) will be held in Kansai. Furthermore, over 2,000 sporting events 

such as marathons, triathlons, and cycling (lifelong/international to local/single) are held every 

year. Japan has also held mega sporting events such as the 1964 Olympic Games and Soccer 

World Cup 2002. New events featuring “urban sport” have also gradually gained popularity. For 

example, the Tour de France Saitama Criterium has over 200,000 spectators every year (Saitama 

Criterium, 2019). Like in other sport event industries around the world, the success of Japanese 

events is dependent on effective leadership, so it’s important to carefully dig deeper. As 

elsewhere, sport events in Japan are managed and implemented by a combination of paid 

employees and volunteers. 

Responsible Leadership and Learning Organization 

Broadly, responsible leadership refers to building good relationships with all relevant 

stakeholders inside and outside the organization. The essence of responsible leadership is based 

on the idea that leadership is a relational phenomenon because it involves interaction between a 

leader and followers (leader-member relationships) and comprises a social construction (DeRue 

& Ashford, 2010; Grint, 2005). Pless, (2007) points out that responsible leadership refers to 

sharing responsibility by being an active citizen and promoting active citizenship in the 

workplace. Without building sustainable relationships with stakeholders, responsible leaders thus 

are more likely to fail to achieve shared objectives.  

Many studies emphasize the role of leadership for the learning organization (e.g., Bass, 

2000; Berson et al., 2006; Mahoney, 2000). Although the available empirical evidence for the 

relationship between responsible leadership and learning organization is limited, Marquardt 

(1997) argues that the learning organization needs leaders to demonstrate their support and 
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model their commitment to learning. Not surprisingly, a learning organization needs leaders who 

have a sense of responsibility and provide a sense of direction. For example, Senge (1990) points 

out that 

in a learning organization, leaders are designers, stewards and teachers. They are 

responsible for building organizations were people continually expand their capabilities 

to understand complexity, clarify vision, and improve shared mental models – that is they 

are responsible for learning . . . . Learning organizations will remain a ‘good idea’ . . . 

until people take a stand for building such organizations. Taking this stand is the first 

leadership act, the start of inspiring (literally ‘to breathe life into’) the vision of the 

learning organization (p. 340). 

 The need for responsible leadership is heightened by various circumstances including 

business needs (Maak & Pless, 2006), sport scandals (Megheirkouni, 2019b) and leadership 

failure (Pless & Maak, 2011), all of which require learning in organizations for successful 

navigation. This is particularly true in dynamic contexts such as sport events. Importantly, it has 

been reported that the learning organization only be facilitated by those who have a sense of 

responsibility in the organization (Robbins & Judge, 2017). The model tested in the current 

research assumes that responsible leadership precedes learning organization and thus has a causal 

effect on the learning organization. We, therefore, suggest that a sense of responsibility of the 

sport and event leader will be positively related to learning organization. 

H1: Responsible leadership is positively associated with learning organization 

Learning Organization and Work Engagement 

The importance of the learning organization lies in widespread applicability within the 

ever-changing nature of modern organizational and event settings. Senge (1990) defines it as an 
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organization that possesses an adaptive capacity to create alternative futures. Senge argues that 

there are five disciplines that a learning organization should possess: 1) team learning, which 

refers to the process that involves groups of people attempting to complete a task together and 

learning occurring through learning from mistakes and collective experience; 2) shared visions, 

which involves the skills of unearthing shared pictures of the future that foster commitment and 

involvement rather than compliance; 3) mental models, which are mental pictures or images that 

influence the way people understand the world and how they act or react; 4) personal mastery, 

which refers to the process of continually clarifying and deepening personal vision, focusing 

energies, developing patience, and seeing reality objectively; 5) system thinking, which is the 

ability to see interrelationships rather than linear cause-effect chains. Garvin (1993) defined the 

learning organization as “an organization skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring 

knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights” (p. 80).  

As a social-psychological construct, work engagement refers to a positive, acceptable and 

psychological work-related state characterized by three dimensions: vigor, dedication, and 

absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Vigor refers to high levels of energy and mental resilience 

while working. The dedication dimension refers to the degree to which people experience a 

sense of significance, pride, enthusiasm, and challenge from one’s work; while absorption refers 

to the degree to which people are fully engaged in one’s work in a time people have difficulties 

with detaching themselves from work (Schaufeli et al., 2006).  

Literature across followership, organizational studies, HRD, and leadership indicates that 

although rewards, flexibility, sharing responsibilities, and autonomy are all motivational factors 

for followers, continuous learning and career development are perceived as the most important 

factors encouraging more effort in the workplace (e.g., Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, 2008; Huang 
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et al., 2010; Megheirkouni, 2017a, 2019b; Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2007). Over the years, work 

engagement has been modeled both as a predictor and an outcome. In the present study, work 

engagement is conceptualized as a consequence of a learning organization. Therefore, taking part 

in a decision-making process, and sharing knowledge freely irrespective of hierarchical 

boundaries at work is an intrinsic motivational factor that predicts characteristics of work 

engagement (May et al., 2004; Rees et al., 2013). It is also correct that employees show interest 

in learning and development when they are being engaged (see, e.g., Gubman, 2004; Resick et 

al., 2007). Hence, we propose that:  

H2: Learning organization is positively associated with work engagement.  

The Mediating Role of Learning Organization  

The relationship between leadership behaviors and work engagement has attracted much 

scholarly attention and is now well established across various settings (Breevaart et al., 2014; 

Caniëls et al., 2018; Caulfield & Senger, 2017; Lee et al., 2019; Zhu et al., 2009). In fact, studies 

have showed that ethical leadership (Ahmad & Gao, 2018; Chughtai et al., 2015; Demirtas, 

2015), transformational leadership (Hoon Song et al., 2012; Tims et al., 2011; Yasin et al., 2013; 

Zhu et al., 2009), servant leadership (Carter & Baghurst, 2014; De Clercq et al., 2014), authentic 

leadership (Joo et al., 2016; Hsieh & Wang, 2015) are all related to work engagement. 

Responsible leadership as an antecedent of work engagement remains unexplored.  

Pless and Maak (2011) analyzed the emergent understanding of responsible leadership 

alongside related concepts including servant leadership, ethical leadership, transformational 

leadership, and authentic leadership. The authors concluded that responsible leadership is 

complementary suggesting that it is a likely antecedent of work engagement. However, the 



RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP IN OLYMPIC GAMES 10 

 
 

authors also reported distinctiveness, suggesting that the relationship between responsible 

leadership and work engagement should be studied further.  

It has been noted that responsible leadership is a relational and ethical phenomenon 

(Freeman et al., 2005), embedded within the social interactions of affecting or affected by 

leadership. Responsible leaders are those who ensure that employment standards are adhered to; 

working conditions are human, safe, healthy and non-discriminatory; and employees (regardless 

of background, nationality, gender, age, etc.) are provided fair and equal employment 

opportunities where employees can feel comfortable and become involved in the planning of 

things that will affect them (Maak & Pless, 2006). Therefore, responsible leadership may have a 

positive effect on subordinates’ work engagement, although that effect likely occurs via learning 

organization.  

There is a range of empirical evidence supporting the relationship between learning 

organization and work engagement. Subordinates feel competent within learning organization 

practice, leading to satisfaction and dedication to the organization (Rich et al., 2010). In the 

context of sport events, Govaerts, et al. (2011) reported that when organizations offer learning 

and development resources to subordinates, they are loyal which reflects work engagement. 

Likewise in a similar study, subordinates that were provided with an opportunity to learn and 

develop within sports events, demonstrated high-level work engagement (e.g., Glen, 2006; 

Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2007). Career development and on-job training/off-job training are 

perceived as key factors that motivate employees and determine whether they stay or leave the 

organization (Chew & Chan, 2008; Juhdi et al., 2013; Yean & Yahya, 2013). Subordinates with 

continuous learning and development opportunities were observed to be highly engaged and 

inclined to exert more effort in the workplace and hence see themselves as more competent 
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through such opportunities (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Wade, 2006). On the other hand, a lack 

of work-based learning can decrease subordinates’ commitment (Battistelli et al., 2019).  

In the context of sport events, there is a paucity of research exploring learning 

organization and work engagement. However, one study in a Korean sport event context did find 

the positive relationship that has been noted elsewhere (Kyoung Park et al., 2014).   

Despite a compelling conceptual rationale to do so, no research has yet explored learning 

organization as a mediator between responsible leadership in the context of sport events.  Based 

on the rationale that has been presented which is buoyed by empirical evidence we propose that:  

H3. Learning organization mediates the relationship between responsible leadership and 

work engagement.  

<<INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE>>  

Method 

Sample and Data Collection 

The present study investigates the relationship between responsible leadership and 

employee work engagement, with learning organization conceptualized as a mediator. Data were 

collected from leaders embedded within several stakeholder groups of the 2020 Olympic Games. 

Questionnaires were emailed to directors, board members, senior managers, advisors, operational 

managers, academics, personal support managers, venues managers, technology and 

communications managers, and medical managers. Both sport event employees and volunteers 

are present across these various stakeholder working environments. An introductory letter from 

the authors included information about the purpose of the study, and the potential participants for 

the present study. Follow-up techniques (Messer & Dillman, 2011) were used to facilitate a 

better survey response rate. Reminder notices were emailed four weeks later. In addition, the 



RESPONSIBLE LEADERSHIP IN OLYMPIC GAMES 12 

 
 

confidentiality and anonymity of the answers were guaranteed and it was emphasized that the 

organization would receive only aggregated results.  

Of the 400 distributed surveys, 302 questionnaires were returned to the researchers 

(75.5% response rate). From the 302 participants who completed the questionnaire, 44% were 

males and 56% were female. In terms of age, 11% were more than 51 years old, 51% were 31- 

50, and 38% were less than 30. In terms of events experience, 22% had less than 5 years of 

events experience, 53% had between 5 and 10 years experience, while 25% had more than 10 

years of events experience. 

Instruments  

The Socially Responsible Leadership Scale (SRLS) was originally developed by Tyree 

(1998) but adapted and validated by Dugan (2006). That version features a  reduced number of 

number of items (68) and was used in this study. The SRLS-Revised Version 2 includes several 

dimensions including consciousness of self, congruence, commitment, common purpose, 

collaboration, controversy with civility, citizenship, and change. Sample items are: “I can 

describe how I am similar to other people”, “I support what the group is trying to accomplish”, “I 

can identify the differences between positive and negative change”. The scale was measured 

using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The 

Cronbach α value of the scale in this research context is 0.84. 

Learning organization was measured by the Dimensions of Learning Organization 

Questionnaire (DLOQ) validated and revised by Watkins and Marsick, (1997, Marsick & 

Watkins, 2003). While there are other instruments available in the area of organizational learning 

(Garvin, 2000; Templeton et al., 2002), the abbreviated 21-item DLOQ was chosen for the study 

because it was specifically designed as a diagnostic tool to measure changes in organizational 
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learning practices and culture (Marsick & Watkins, 2003), and it has been validated as a research 

tool in terms of the goodness-of-fit-index (Ellinger et al., 2002; Lien et al., 2006; Yang et al., 

2004). Sample items are: “Opportunities for ongoing education and growth are provided”, 

“People gain productive reasoning skills to express their views and the capacity to listen and 

inquire into the views of others”. Each item was measured using a 5-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The Cronbach α value for this scale in this 

context is 0.87. 

Work engagement was measured by the nine-item, short version of the Utrecht Work 

Engagement Scale (UWES) developed by Schaufeli et al. (2006). The scale includes three 

dimensions: vigor, dedication, and absorption. Each of the nine items was measured using a 7-

point scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 7 (Daily). Sample items include “At my job, I feel strong 

and vigorous.” “I find the work that I do full of meaning and purpose.” and “Time flies when I 

am working”. Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency reliability of the UWES is .91 in this study.  

Procedure  

The authors controlled for age, gender, and work experience in the present study to rule 

out alternative explanations for the findings. A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was 

conducted to evaluate the model fit of the measurement model. Structural equation modeling was 

adopted in the present study to test the study hypotheses after confirming the model fit. 

Additionally, the mediating role of learning organization between responsible leadership and 

work engagement was tested using the Preacher and Hayes (2004) method. 

<<INSERT TABLE 1 HERE>> 

Results 

Reliability and Validity Assessment  
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A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was initially performed on the full measurement 

model that comprises the three factors and a total of 98 items. Fit indices suggested that the 

initial full measurement model (Model I) did not fit the data well. As suggested by Hoyle (2015), 

Consideration of modification indices and standard residual covariances (Hoyle, 2015), led to the 

deletion of nine items from the responsible leadership scale, five items from the learning 

organization scale, and one item from the work engagement scale and a subsequent 

respecification of the model (Byrne, 2001; Hair et al., 2006;  Schermellech-Engel et al., 2003). 

The revised measurement model (Model II), comprising of three factors and 83 items improved 

had better fit as shown in Table 2: (χ 2 = 364, df = 266; χ 2/df = 1.57; GFI = .93; NFI = .95; CFI = 

.92, RMSEA = .04).  

<<INSERT TABLE 2 HERE>>  

To assess the potential for common method bias, Harman’s single-factor test was 

conducted. The independent and dependent variables (responsible leadership, learning 

organization, and work engagement) loaded on a single factor (χ 2 = 2648, df = 448; χ 2/df = 5.43; 

GFI = .42; NFI = .49; CFI = .40, RMSEA = .23). The model fit for the data was significantly 

worse, which suggests 1) the common method bias would likely not account for the pattern of 

results reported in the present study (Hair et al., 2006), and 2) the three-factor model 

demonstrated a better model fit. Taken together, these results offer evidence of construct validity 

for the instruments employed in the present study.  

<<INSERT TABLE 3 HERE>> 

<<INSERT TABLE 4 HERE>> 

Hypothesis Testing 
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Structural equation modeling (SEM) was conducted to test all hypotheses in the 

theoretical model. Compared to the direct effect and full mediation models, the partial mediation 

model had better fit to the data (Table 3). The mediating role of learning organization between 

responsible leadership and work engagement was tested using Preacher and Hayes’s (2004) 

method. Hypothesis 1 proposes that responsible leadership would be related to learning 

organization. As shown in Table 4, the results showed that the path between responsible 

leadership and learning organization was significant (β = .27, p < .01), thus Hypothesis 1 was 

supported. Hypothesis 2 proposes that learning organization held a significant positive 

relationship with work engagement. The results also revealed that this relationship was 

significant (β = .47, p < .001), thus Hypothesis 2 was supported. Hypothesis 3 proposes that 

learning organization would mediate the relationship between responsible leadership and work 

engagement. The results revealed that this hypothesis received partial support, given that the 

effect of responsible leadership on work engagement was reduced (β = .19, p < .01), but 

remained significant (β = .12, p < .01).   

Discussion 

The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between responsible leadership and 

work engagement using learning organization as a mediator. These relationships were tested for 

the first time among sport event professionals. Those surveyed were leaders in a dynamic and 

high profile context – the Olympic Games – ideal for exploring these constructs of increasing 

interest in sport and event research. 

The most important findings of the study are that: a) responsible leadership positively 

affects learning organization and work engagement, b) learning organization partially mediates 

relationship between responsible leadership and work engagement. These findings contribute to 
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the field and ongoing assessment of contemporary leadership approaches with a focus on 

responsible leadership, and its relationship to positive organizational outcomes. In his review of 

sport leadership research, Megheirkouni (2018a) pointed out the need for consideration and 

exploration of leadership theories and approaches in all sport settings, including events. To our 

knowledge, this study is not only the first to investigate responsible leadership in a sport event 

settings, but also to generate results confirming the importance of responsible leadership to 

positive organizational outcomes such as work engagement.  The principle theoretical 

contribution therefore is that this study provides insight into the processes through which 

leadership influences outcome variables, a neglected area of leadership research in sport 

management (Megheirkouni, 2018a, 2019d).  

In the complex and fast moving environment of sport mega events, it is imperative for 

those involved in event planning and delivery to adopt responsible leadership behaviors and a 

supportive learning culture to improve employee engagement. A learning culture particularly is a 

necessity in complex and competitive environments (Pemberton et al., 2001). It is becoming 

more important than ever for leaders in and around sport mega events to demonstrate social 

responsibility, foster a learning culture and enhance work engagement before and during the 

event (See, e.g., Werner et al., 2015).  

Educational and learning opportunities have been identified as major factors 

underpinning volunteer motivation at Olympic Games (Farrell et al., 1998). To this end, the 

Tokyo 2020 organising committee have priorised the establishment of a learning culture by 

planning group training and e-learning for volunteers (International Olympic Committee, 2019). 

The results of this study are consistent with both the results of related research and the priorities 

of those staging mega sport events. The results of the present study suggests that further attention 
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should focus on developing responsible leadership behaviors that would support learning 

organization, and enhance work engagement. In fact the results here broaden our understanding 

of this notable trend by suggesting that in a sport event context, learning organizations can be 

specifically initiated by responsible leadership and result in heightened employee work 

engagement.  

The significant relationship uncovered here between responsible leadership and learning 

organization supports H1. This finding aligns with previous work recognizing social 

responsibility as a style of leadership that can interrelate with learning organization. For 

example, Zadek’s (2004) five stages of the organizational experience: (strategic, managerial, 

compliance, defensive, and civil), incorporate social responsibility but also capture stages of 

organizational learning and form a useful framework for mega sport events as well . When a 

leader acts responsibly, including as a steward, citizen, visionary, servant, coach, architect, 

storyteller, meaning enabler, and change agent, it can have positive implications for inside and 

outside the organization (Maak & Pless, 2006). Responsible leaders of sport organizations who 

demonstrate these roles are likely to facilitate a learning organization. It is  not that the learning 

organization in the sport event sector fails to materialize in conjunction with other leadership 

approaches which often overlap (Pless & Maak, 2011), but rather we argue that there is an 

intuitive path starting with responsible leadership particularly.  

It also emerged in this study that there is a significant relationship between learning 

organization and work engagement which supports H2. This result is consistent with extant 

research on this relationship (Kyoung et al., 2014; Malik & Garg, 2020) and, importantly, 

provides evidence that this phenomenon pervades sport event contexts as well. It is noteworthy 
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that  Facilitating learning organizations in the sports event sector is therefore critical, as a lack of 

engagement from employees in the event industry can be catastrophic. 

The current study answers the call from Pless and Maak (2011) to carry out research with 

the aim of better understanding the complexity of responsible leadership. Specifically, this 

research sought to explore a potential intervening role of a third construct (i.e., learning 

organization) on an important relationship (responsible leadership and work engagement). The 

evidence in support of partial mediation (and H3) found here is revealing of some of the 

complexity around responsible leadership that has been suggested.  We argue that leaders in and 

around sport mega events should demonstrate responsibility not only because it will ultimately 

foster work engagement directly, but also continuously encourage development within a learning 

organization, which will in turn also enhance work engagement. 

Implications for Practice 

In the present study, evidence emerged revealing the importance of responsible 

leadership and learning organization on sport event employee and volunteer work engagement. 

These variables have not yet been simultaneously explored in a  mega sport event context, so 

implications for practice are abundant. Most importantly, responsible leadership is a very 

sensible starting point for those in mega sport event leadership roles. There is obvious intuitive 

appeal given how well the stakeholder focus of this approach aligns with the nature of mega 

events which are the ultimate confluence of stakeholders working together. However, learning 

organizations and engaged workers are equally important in the context of a fast moving, 

dynamic environment which charactertises mega event delivery. The fact that both responsible 

leadership and learning organization are related to work engagement means that both must be a 

priority to mega event leaders.   
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Digging deeper, the results of this study suggest that leaders in the sports event sector 

should emphasize the moral-legal standard, internal obligation, concern for others, concern 

consequences, and self-judgment which are all responsible leadership behaviors to enhance the 

engagement of both employees and volunteers. This can occur by facilitating well-designed 

learning and development programs, workshops, seminars, and collective and short-term 

educational courses on responsible leadership (Maak & Pless, 2006) in the context of sport mega 

events that cope with a complex network of stakeholders (Leopkey & Parent, 2009). These 

initiatives should result in sport event employees and volunteers being more committed to their 

role and being more effective in it.  

The resource required to enhance human capital, skills and competencies to achieve 

competitive advantage in the sports event sector can be daunting (Megheirkouni, 2018b, 

Megheirkouni, 2019d). However, it is more important than ever and a ‘permanent’ learning 

organization environment ought to be the aim to sustain effectiveness in competitive sport mega 

events. Learning occurs at the individual, group, and organization levels, each informing the 

others. These three levels of learning are linked by four social and psychological processes: 

intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and institutionalizing. Within these processes, cognition 

affects behavior, and vice versa (Vera & Crossan, 2004). To do this, leaders in the sports event 

industry need to understand followers needs if they want to become a learning organization. This 

can enhance work engagement. A truly responsible leader is one who encourages learning but 

also promotes a wider culture of learning in sport events environments. Therefore, leaders must 

be hired into key mega event roles who are capable of espousing that culture.  

Limitations 
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Although the present study broadens our understanding of responsible leadership, it has 

several limitations. Demographics and other personal characteristics are important considerations 

when it comes to leader effectiveness but were not taken into consideration in the current study. 

Future researchers in this area may also wish to consider leadership through alternate lenses 

(servant leadership for e.g.,) to explore how they may relate to learning organization in sport 

event contexts.  The generalizability of the findings (or lack thereof) should also be 

acknowledged here and this can of course be assessed through the benefits of future research. . 

Generalizability of the findings to non-sport events, sectors, or countries may be limited. 

 An additional important next step for future research is to validate the findings of the 

present study to determine the extent to which the findings of the present study extend to other 

sports event settings in Japan, although of course one cannot be sure that the findings of the 

present study extend to all sports event settings such as, non-mega sport events. It is possible that 

the overall level of effects of responsible leadership might be stronger in cultures where the non-

profit sector is controlled by governments, such as in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA). 

For example, chief executives, presidents, or chairmen of the sports event industry who are 

politically supported tend to place this support as a strategy for building and sustaining good 

relationships with all relevant stakeholders (Megheirkouni, 2017b).  

Conclusion 

The present study makes a significant contribution to the literature on leadership in sport 

and event industry in that it has integrated for the first time a responsible leadership approach 

into a model applicable to the context of sport mega events. More specifically, we have 

investigated the relationship between responsible leadership and work engagement using 

learning organization as a mediator. The results show that responsible leadership positively 
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affects learning organization and work engagement. In addition, learning organization partially 

mediates the relationship between responsible leadership and work engagement. 
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Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Study Variables 
 
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 
Age 34.62 9.54      
Gender 1.24 0.41 0.07     
Experience 9.65 4.87 0.21* 0.09    
Responsible leadership 3.87 0.64 0.14 0.10 0.18*   
Learning organization 3.48 0.80 0.13* 0.14* 0.15* 0.41*  
Work engagement  3.24 0.78 0.27* 0.18* 0.20* 0.38* 0.52* 
*p<.01 
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Table 2 
Goodness-of-Fit Statistics for Models 
 
Models χ 2/df χ 2/df GFI CFI NFI RMSEA 
Model I 3 factorsa 531***(192) 2.79 0.71 0.86 0.81 0.06 
Model II 3 factorsb 364***(266) 1.57 0.93 0.92 0.95 0.04 
Harman’s one factor modelc 2648(448) 5.43 0.42 0.40 0.49 0.23 
Note: χ 2 ,chi-square discrepancy; df, degrees of freedom; GFI, goodness-of-fit index; CFI, comparative fit 
index; NFI, normed fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation. 
***p < .001 
a Overall model fit three factors (98 items). 
b Overall model fit three factors (83 items). 
c Harman’s single factor model. 
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Table 3 
Goodness-of-Fit Statistics for Structural Equation Model Comparisons 
 

Models χ 2/df χ 2/df SRMR GFI NFI CFI RMSEA 
Direct effect model 362***(238) 1.65 0.05 0.88 0.96 0.89 0.04 
Full mediation model 589***(212) 2.85 0.06 0.71 0.80 0.73 0.06 
Partial mediation model 364***(266) 1.57 0.04 0.93 0.92 0.95 0.04 
Note: χ 2 ,chi-square discrepancy; df, degrees of freedom; SRMR, standardized root mean square residual; GFI, 
goodness-of-fit index; CFI, comparative fit index; NFI, normed fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of 
approximation 
***p < .001 
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Table 4 
Indirect Effect of Responsible Leadership on Work Engagement via Learning Organizations 
   
 Learning Organization work engagement Indirect effect 

β a βc βc-c’ 
Responsible leadership 0.27** 0.19**  0.12**  
Learning organizationb - 0.47** - 
Notes: **p<.01 
aEffect of responsible leadership on learning organization  
bEffect of learning organization on work engagement 
cEffect of learning organization on work engagement  
c-c’Standardized indirect effect 
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Figure 1 

Theoretical Model 
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