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This critical PhD review paper examines existing scholarship on ethical leadership
in sport. Following a general trend in business ethics and related fields, ethical
leadership has gained considerable research attention in sport over the last dec-
ades. Within this growing body of literature, ethical leadership is often presented
as part of the desired strategic response of sport organizations to tackle the
so-called dark side of sport (i.e., formed by such ethical issues as abuse, violence,
management fraud, match-fixing, and doping). However, this critical PhD review
paper argues that the current body of literature on ethical leadership in sport has
matured along two strongly related yet quite isolated lines of inquiry: a norma-
tive (i.e., philosophical) and a descriptive (i.e., empirical) line. While the normative
line of inquiry focuses on what ethical leadership in sport should look like based
on moral reasoning, the descriptive line examines how ethical leadership in sport
is perceived in practice and how it relates to certain antecedents and outcomes.
As both lines offer complementary insights, we advocate future research to bridge
this gap to come to an improved understanding of ethical leadership in sport. To
this aim, we propose a broad stakeholder perspective on ethical leadership in sport,
in which necessary attention is given to how all involved stakeholders make sense
of ethical leadership as a socially constructed and context-dependent phenomenon.
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Introduction

Leadership continues to be one of the
most studied social phenomena. Although
many definitions exist, leadership can be
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understood as a process or relationship
between a leader and follower(s) (in a nar-
row, hierarchical view) or stakeholder(s) (in
a broad, less hierarchical view), aiming to
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accomplish shared goals (Yukl, 2008). Within
the extensive body of literature on leader-
ship, there is consensus that leadership
entails an inherent ethical dimension (Ciulla
et al., 2018). Ethics' are at “the heart of lead-
ership” (Ciulla et al,, 2018). In fact, formal
forms of leadership imply some extent of
authority, which causes leaders’ decisions to
have a broad impact and increases the likeli-
hood that ethical issues or dilemmas occur
(Flanigan, 2018; Heres, 2014).

Sport is a social context in which the ethi-
cal dimension of leadership is amply illus-
trated. Leaders in sport, such as coaches,
managers, and board members have a strong
impact on the people they are working with
(e.g., players). Moreover, certain character-
istics of competitive sport, such as a focus
on performing and excellence, and the
presence of often high levels of emotional
involvement and pressure, add to an envi-
ronment in which many different types of
ethical challenges occur (Bortoli et al., 2012;
Vanden Auweele et al., 2016). These ethical
challenges — including but not limited to vio-
lence, (sexual) abuse, (management) fraud,
doping, and match-fixing — have led to a cer-
tain tension between sport’s dark side on the
one hand — formed by these challenges —and
its enormous social potential as stimulator of
physical and mental health and social cohe-
sion on the other hand (Cashmore & Cleland,
2014; Ordway & Opie, 2017). Against this
background, ethical leadership in sport has
been put forward as part of the desired stra-
tegic response of sport organizations to miti-
gate this tension, ensuring that the positive
aspects of sport prevail (Constandt, 2019).
In other words, ethical leadership in sport
might help to stimulate and protect the
integrity of sport (and those involved), while
operating as a positive force when it comes
to socializing certain values (e.g., trust and
respect) and norms in society (Claringbould
et al., 2018).

As a consequence, research attention for
ethical leadership in sport has increased over
the past years (Welty Peachey et al., 2015).
Most studies have applied a normative or
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a descriptive view on ethical leadership.
Philosophical, normative studies focus on
what ethical leadership in sport is and should
look like (i.e., prescriptions of ethical leader-
ship), based on moral reasoning. Descriptive
studies emphasize how ethical leadership
is perceived in practice (i.e., perceptions of
ethical leadership), based on empirical study
designs. Whereas both views on ethical lead-
ership are considered “complementary sides
of the same coin” (see Flanigan, 2018), they
have evolved in quite isolated terms. This is
unfortunate, given that the integration of
both views is needed to come to a compre-
hensive and more holistic consideration of
ethical leadership. Furthermore, both views
are also constantly influencing each other in
practice and everyday life, as perceptions of
ethical leadership impact prescriptions, and
the other way around (Flanigan, 2018).
Despite its relevance, the understandings
of studies on ethical leadership in sport have
not yet fully trickled down to the actual world
of sport, as illustrated in many sport govern-
ing bodies and clubs. More precisely, ongo-
ing reports of ethical scandals (e.g., abuse
in gymnastics, match-fixing in football and
tennis, state-sponsored doping schemes in
relation to the Olympics) in the international
sporting world indicate a lack of ethical lead-
ership, as well as a paucity of concrete efforts
to enable and stimulate ethical leadership
in sport (Burton et al., 2017; Tomlinson,
2014). A potential explanation for this gap
between research and practice might relate
to the limited practical applicability of exist-
ing ethical leadership studies, which often
lack context-specific recommendations to
actually deal with values of (and in) sport
and the dilemmas that occur (Constandt,
2019; Grange, 2014). As such, a more com-
prehensive approach of ethical leadership in
sport is encouraged, in which normative and
descriptive insights are integrated to shed
more light on such questions as what ethical
leadership is, how it is developed, whom it
concerns, and how it can be stimulated. In
other words, such integration of both types
of insights would help to further expose “the
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true depth” of ethical leadership (Price, 2018,
p. 687).

Attempting to integrate the normative
and descriptive lines of ethical leadership
research by means of a more comprehensive
approach is not completely novel. However,
existing studies in this area have led to lit-
tle follow-up research and limited utiliza-
tion in practice (Eisenbeiff, 2012; Frisch
& Huppenbauer, 2014; Giessner & Van
Quaquebeke, 2010; Heres, 2015). This lack
of follow-up may result from the inher-
ent context-dependent character of ethical
leadership, which may limit the appeal and
resonance of a more generalist approach. We
therefore posit that combining normative
and descriptive insights can only turn into
practice when sufficient attention is being
paid to specific circumstances and values at
stake. Furthermore, different sources advo-
cate leadership in sport research to consider
leadership as a socially constructed and col-
lective phenomenon, that is co-created by
all relevant stakeholders — everyone who
impacts or is impacted by the sport organi-
zation under study, such as players, coaches,
and board members (internal), and sponsors,
governments, and the media (external) —
involved (Billsberry et al., 2018; Ferkins et al.,
2018). In this light, we believe adopting such
a stakeholder perspective to study ethical
leadership in sport may aid to bridge the gap
between the normative and descriptive lines
of inquiry, leading to a more comprehensive
view on this phenomenon.

Ethical leadership in sport: A
normative perspective

Normative inquiry into ethical leadership
has strong historical roots, which go back as
far as renowned ancient philosophers such
as Plato and Aristoteles (Boaks & Levine,
2017; Takala, 1998). Ever since their writ-
ten considerations, countless historians and
philosophers have been applying a norma-
tive perspective on ethical leadership to
highlight and discuss leadership’s “potential
to greatly benefit or harm the well-being of
people” (Ciulla et al., 2018, p. 1). These and
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other insights on how leadership and ethics
are intertwined have been studied in numer-
ous settings, ranging from business, military,
and medical contexts to contexts in culture,
non-profit organizations, and sport. In sport,
knowledge about the connection between
leadership and ethics mainly stems from
research undertaken in two scientific subdis-
ciplines: sport psychology (studying leader-
ship primarily on or around the sport field,
e.g., coaching on the field or in locker rooms)
and sport management (examining leader-
ship primarily outside the sport field, e.g., in
boardrooms of sport organizations) (Welty
Peachey et al., 2015). Supported by (sport)
ethics and philosophy insights, both subdis-
ciplines have paid attention to the fact that
leading in sport contains an intrinsic ethical
dimension DeSensi, 2014; Hancock & Hums,
2015; Welty Peachey et al., 2015).

Several scholars have drawn attention
to the relevance and importance of ethical
leadership in sport from a normative point
of view (DeSensi & Rosenberg, 2010; Grange,
2014). This attention has generated two
types of studies: one type that identifies the
similarities between ethical leadership in
business and in sport, and another type that
exhibits the presumed specificity of practic-
ing ethical leadership in sport (Constandt,
2019). Concerning the first type, Bischak and
Woiceshyn (2016) have drawn on certain par-
allels between rock climbing and business, to
identify six general ethical leadership virtues,
namely rationality, honesty, independence,
integrity, justice, and pride. These parallels
relate to a shared orientation towards clear
goals, a set of diverse challenges, the need
for planning, and a risk of failure (Bischak
& Woiceshyn, 2016). With regard to the sec-
ond type, a number of studies has been con-
ducted during the past decade. In a first one,
DeSensi (2014) outlined the values of sport
(e.g., sportsmanship (sic) and fair play) and
stipulated that everyone who is pedagogi-
cally involved, holds a responsibility to pro-
mote these values in sport, as some kind of
laboratory for society. In a second study, Roby
(2014 criticized the dominant winning-at-all
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cost mentality in sport, while highlighting
the importance of credible, values-based
leadership to create an ethical environment
in sport organizations. In a third study, Sagas
and Wigley (2014) illustrated the distinction
in leadership between doing things right
and doing the right things. In a final study,
Staurowsky (2014) argued that ethical lead-
ership in sport also consists of honouring the
athletes’ rights, an aspect that is currently
often neglected.

All these normative studies on ethical
leadership in sport (and other studies that do
not use the label or lens of ‘“ethical leader-
ship” explicitly) are based on moral reason-
ing and philosophical inquiry and emphasize
that ethical leadership entails the peda-
gogical promotion of certain values, such
as respect, honesty, and fair play. However,
it is still unclear whether these (and other)
values should be seen as universal and gen-
erally applicable (Bauman, 2013). Although
an extensive consideration of this debate
is beyond the scope of this paper, it can be
argued that the interpretation of the values
and behaviours that should be promoted
by leaders to actually be ethical leaders,
depends on the unique context at hand and
on matching the personal values and prefer-
ences of both sides of the leadership rela-
tionship (Bauman, 2013; Fehr et al., 2015).
In other words, as there is no “one style
fits all” approach of ethical leadership, the
desired content and implementation of ethi-
cal leadership in sport (and beyond) depends
on such factors as discipline, time, culture,
and prevailing social norms (e.g., equality
norms may be interpreted differently across
cultures, see Hamm et al., 2008) (Fehr et al.,
2015; Heres, 2014).

In summary, the normative perspective
on ethical leadership dates back to the long-
standing philosophical foundations of lead-
ership inquiry (Ciulla et al., 2018). Its goal is
to come to a better understanding of what
ethical leadership ought to be and which
values it should promote, based on sound
and sophisticated moral reasoning (Flanigan,
2018; Price, 2018). Nevertheless, normative
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ethical leadership research should be on
guard that “ignoring empirical realities and
simply relying on abstractions and generali-
ties regarding how people ought to behave”
might be a dangerous side effect of their
scholarly endeavours (Price, 2018, p. 688).
Hence, descriptive and empirical social sci-
entific research can help to get a better over-
view of how ethical leadership is understood
in different contexts, as well as of the nature
of its antecedents and consequences.

Ethical leadership in sport: A
descriptive perspective

In contrast to the long-lasting roots of the
normative and philosophical line of ethical
leadership inquiry, the descriptive, empirical,
and social scientific line of ethical leadership
inquiry is of a more recent date (Brown &
Trevifio, 2006). Ethical leadership is strongly
related with more established leadership
conceptualizations, such as transforma-
tional, transactional, and servant leadership
(Brown & Trevifio, 2006). However, since
Brown and colleagues’ (2005) seminal work
on the topic, many have argued and shown
its theoretical and empirical contribution
to the field. Brown et al. (2005, p. 120) have
offered an often cited working definition of
ethical leadership to help guide research: i.e.,
“the demonstration of normatively appropri-
ate conduct through personal actions and
interpersonal relationships, and the promo-
tion of such conduct to followers through
two-way communication, reinforcement,
and decision-making.”

Since the presentation of this definition,
the descriptive and social scientific line of
inquiry on ethical leadership has gained
momentum in the general management lit-
erature, with a multitude of empirical - often
quantitative survey based — studies focusing
on the antecedents (such as moral identity
and emotional stability), mechanisms (such
as organizational ethical climate and team
cohesion), and consequences (such as follow-
ers’ commitment and organizational citizen-
ship behaviour) of ethical leadership (Bedi et
al,, 2016; Ko et al., 2018; Peng & Kim, 2020).
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Emphasis has thereby mainly been put on fol-
lower perceptions of the leaders’ character-
istics and behaviours. Moreover, theoretical
support has been found in (a) social learning
theory (i.e., people learn most strongly by
observing and imitating how their leaders
implement and judge certain behaviours and
attitudes), (b) social exchange theory (i.e.,
people feel a certain obligation to recipro-
cate positive leadership behaviours, such as
being respectful and trustworthy), and (c)
social identity theory (i.e., people identify-
ing themselves with their leader and organi-
zation) (Lawton & Paéz, 2015; Peng & Kim,
2020).

Along with this definition, its underlying
theorization, and the development of several
survey constructs or scales to measure ethi-
cal leadership (see e.g., Brown et al., 2005;
Kalshoven et al., 2011; Yukl et al, 2013),
prescriptive research has highlighted that
three distinct roles can be identified within
ethical leadership: (a) being a moral person
(impersonating such treats, characteristics,
and behaviours as being honest, trustworthy,
and fair), and acting as a (b) moral manager
(leading by example, using clear ethics com-
munication and fair reinforcement, while
empowering followers), and (c) a moral entre-
preneur (striving to innovate, by implement-
ing new ethical norms when current norms
are insufficient to tackle occurring chal-
lenges) (Kaptein, 2019). Offering this defini-
tion and identifying these roles, descriptive
ethical leadership research has integrated
certain normative elements. However, these
normative elements remain little elaborated
and rather function as a merely structuring
element to guide descriptive research with-
out much sound consideration (Flanigan,
2018; Heres, 2014; Price, 2018). Hence,
more additional philosophical inquiry and
moral reasoning is still needed to enhance
our understanding of ethical leadership
(Flanigan, 2018; Price, 2018).

Sport sciences have been a considerable
late adopter when it comes to studying ethi-
cal leadership from an empirical (descrip-
tive) point of view. Part of the explanation
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for this “delay” in comparison to other fields
might reside in sport’s historical preoccupa-
tion with (both regulatory and prescriptive)
rules (McFee, 2004). In many cases, sport
has turned — and is still turning — to regu-
lation and codification to deal with occur-
ring challenges (McFee, 2004). While these
formal initiatives are amply needed, they
also bear an inherent risk. Leaders of sport
organizations regularly tend to hide behind
the rules to avoid honouring their responsi-
bilities (e.g., being accountable for their own
(lack of) behaviours) (Constandt, 2019; Kihl,
2007; Tomlinson, 2014). However, manag-
ing ethics in sport requires an approach that
goes beyond mere compliance from a legal
and regulative point of view. This approach
can be achieved by incorporating mecha-
nisms and initiatives to avoid the occurrence
of so-called loophole ethics in sport (i.e., the
idea that everything that is not explicitly
forbidden is implicitly allowed) (Kvalnes
& Hemmestad, 2010). After all, fair play in
sport entails more than simply following the
rules (e.g., by respecting the values and spirit
of sport) and can only be achieved when for-
mal policies are translated into actual prac-
tices by different levels of leadership within
sport organizations (Constandt, 2019; De
Waegeneer & Willem, 2016).

Today, empirical, descriptive studies on eth-
ical leadership in sport continue to be limited
in number and scope (i.e., focusing mainly
on college athletics in North America). For
instance, Cotrufo (2014) has shown that ethi-
cal leadership on behalf of athletic directors
can lead to positive organizational behaviour
from staff members within college athletic
departments. Additionally, Wells and Walker
(2016) have outlined the importance of the
transparent communication aspect of ethical
leadership in a college athletic department
during a period of organizational change.
Moreover, examining ethical leadership per-
ceptions of 14 US collegiate athletic admin-
istrators with the lens of institutional logics,
Nite and Bopp (2017) have suggested that
these perceptions are shaped by different
deeply engrained, yet often incompatible
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ideals. Nite and Bopp (2017, p. 371) fur-
ther proposed that (groups of) stakeholders
“often have diverse expectations of organiza-
tional leadership”. In addition to discussing
the role of collegiate athletic administrators,
athletic coaches have been shown to impact
the moral development, voice behaviour,
and performance of their (student) athletes
(Hamilton & LaVoi, 2017; White & Rezania,
2019). In particular, drawing on a large sur-
vey-based dataset, Yukhymenko-Lescroart et
al. (2015) have indicated that coach ethical
leadership might positively stimulate ath-
letes’ perceptions of an inclusive team cli-
mate, while decreasing their willingness to
cheat.

These studies based on North American
samples have been supplemented with work
on European sport over the past few years.
More precisely, Constandt and colleagues
(2018) have shown that coach ethical leader-
ship influences the ethical climate in amateur
football (soccer) clubs, as well as the affective
organizational commitment of football play-
ers. Moreover, a trickle-down (or cascading)
effect of ethical leadership in amateur foot-
ball clubs has been exposed, highlighting
that the influence of board ethical leadership
partly trickles down to the ethical climate of
the football club via coach ethical leadership
(Constandt & Willem, 2019). Furthermore,
broadening the scope to professional foot-
ball, Constandt, Parent, and Willem (2020)
have shown that fans care little about ethi-
cal leadership in their club, as they focus
mainly on those aspects that impact their
own position, such as clear communication
and strengthening the fans’ position within
the governance of the club. Finally, studying
Belgian handball and volleyball settings, De
Backer et al. (2018) have indicated a positive
influence of a need supportive coaching style
on athletes’ perceived justice of their coach.

In most of these studies, ethical leadership
in sport has been analysed as an individually
perceived phenomenon of which the mean-
ing resides “in the moral eye of the beholder”
(Giessner et al., 2015). Particular focus has
thereby been put on the perspectives and
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the perceptions of key internal stakehold-
ers of sport organizations, such as athletic
administrators, coaches, and players [for an
exception, see the fan study of Constandt
and colleagues (2020)]. A couple of authors
have acknowledged and advocated the inte-
gration of a wider group of internal and
external stakeholders in sport leadership
research (Billsberry et al., 2018; Ferkins et al.,
2018; Kihl et al., 2010). For example, spon-
sors of sport organizations can demand cer-
tain behavioural standards of the leadership
of the sport organization they fund, in return
for their (continued) support.

Bridging the gap: Towards a
stakeholder perspective on ethical
leadership in sport
The normative and the descriptive lines of
ethical leadership inquiry have both been
the subject of considerable critique. Among
other critiques, scholars point out that exist-
ing descriptive ethical leadership inquiry is
conceptually unclear and incomplete (i.e.,
concentrating too much on negative rein-
forcement and too little on such aspects as
role clarification, social responsibility, and
leader learning), bears limited explanatory
power, focuses predominantly on Western
cultures [for a few exceptions, see e.g., Dhar,
2016; Garba et al., 2018; Yang, 2014], and
has long been measured by means of unidi-
mensional and vague scales (Eisenbeil3, 2012;
Eisenbeil & Giessner, 2012; Flanigan, 2018;
Heres et al., 2017; Kalshoven et al., 2011;
Shakeel et al., 2020). On the other hand, nor-
mative ethical leadership inquiry has been
framed as idealistic or even unworldly, lack-
ing actual familiarity with how leadership
operates in the real world of business or
sport (Harvey, 2001; Price, 2018).
Considering these critiques, future ethi-
cal leadership research should move away
from the strict division between normative
and descriptive studies, but also from the
artificial demarcation between classical and
contemporary approaches (Shakeel et al.,
2020). In essence, both kinds of studies pro-
vide “‘complementary sides of the same coin”
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(Flanigan, 2018). Therefore, their mutual iso-
lation should be bridged. Normative inquiry
helps to stimulate our “understanding of
what a leader ought to do” (Flanigan, 2018, p.
707), but different contexts and cultures also
imply different prescriptions, expectations,
and implementations of ethical leadership
(Heres, 2015). As a consequence, offering
empirical insights, descriptive inquiry can
help to enrich our understanding of the mul-
tifaceted nature and context-dependency of
ethical leadership as a social and relational
phenomenon (Maak & Pless, 2006).

A stakeholder perspective on ethical lead-
ership is promising to bridge this ethical
leadership research gap in sport (see Ferkins
et al.,, 2018; Kihl et al., 2010) and beyond
(see Eisenbeily & Giessner, 2012; Heres,
2015). Sport’s complex stakeholder constel-
lation contributes to its uniqueness as a sec-
tor, as many different internal (e.g., board
members, coaches, players, volunteers) and
external (e.g., sponsors, fans, government,
media) stakeholders are involved (Walters &
Tacon, 2010). However, it is often difficult to
define these stakeholders and to determine
their individual as well as stakeholder-group
related position and salience (Friedman et
al., 2004). Drawing on stakeholders’ attrib-
utes, such as legitimacy, power, and urgency
(see Mitchell et al., 1997), a better picture
of the importance of different stakeholder
groups can be provided in sport (Friedman
et al., 2004). When it comes to ethics and
leadership, stakeholders often differ in
their perceptions and expectations of ethi-
cal leadership, both individually and based
on the beliefs, customs, and interests of the
stakeholder group(s) they represent (Brown
& Mitchell, 2010; Constandt et al., 2020;
Eisenbei & Giessner, 2012).

Ethical leadership research has already
taken a step in the direction of “look-
ing beyond the leader’, by applying a
follower-centric perspective (i.e., what do
followers expect of their leaders in terms of
ethical guidance?) instead of a leader-centric
approach of leadership (i.e., what are the
traits and characteristics of ethical leaders?)
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(Heres, 2015). More precisely, implement-
ing a follower-centric perspective, Heres
(2015) has shown that (a) followers differ in
their assumptions, expectations, and ideal
types of what an ethical leader is/should be,
(b) those expectations differ according to
the context at hand, and (c) implicit expec-
tations of followers have an impact on the
way they interpret the behaviours of their
leaders. Therefore, these expectations might
influence the effectiveness of implemented
leadership behaviours.

Nevertheless, as some people who are
confronted with leadership are either non-
receptive or not the actual target for its influ-
ence — and are thus not actual “followers”
but rather “observers” — an observer-centric
perspective has been proposed (Billsberry
et al., 2018). An observer-centric perspective
goes further than a follower-centric perspec-
tive in that sense that a follower is someone
who is having a clear and direct relationship
with the leader at hand, while an observer is
not necessarily in that position. All follow-
ers are observers but not all observers are
followers. In this PhD critical review paper,
we advocate to go one step further, by adopt-
ing a stakeholder perspective in which all the
above perspectives are integrated and ethical
leadership in sport is studied from multiple
perspectives simultaneously. Within such
stakeholder perspective, attention should be
paid to hierarchical and formal views as well
as to more horizontal and less formal views
on leadership in sport. To clarify, leadership
is not the prerequisite of a certain position
within a sport organization, as it can also be
shown among peers (e.g., team mates).

This stakeholder perspective should be
broad, ideally including everyone who
impacts or is impacted by the organizational
sport setting(s) under study (Freeman, 2010).
Moreover, this stakeholder perspective bears
both a descriptive (i.e., integrating the per-
ceptions of all relevant stakeholders), as well
as a normative (i.e., incorporating the values
and prescriptions of all relevant stakehold-
ers) component, while it also looks into how
both components continuously impact each
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other. In sum, this stakeholder perspective
provides necessary attention to how the
desired and perceived content of ethical
leadership is shaped and socially constructed
by those involved (Fehr et al., 2015; Ferkins
et al., 2018; Heres, 2015).

Such stakeholder perspective not only hon-
ours the active nature of ethical leadership as
a relational phenomenon that is not merely
implemented in a top-down way, but it also
re-integrates the perspective of the leaders
themselves in ethical leadership research
(Maak & Pless, 2006). Acknowledging ethi-
cal leadership as a collective and relational
phenomenon is required to counteract the
idea that followers/stakeholders are just pas-
sive and little capacitated followers who are
in need of guidance of their leader(s) (Munro
& Thanem, 2018). Furthermore, such stake-
holder perspective acknowledges both the
direct and indirect impact of stakeholders
on leadership. After all, operating as “stake-
watchers”, more distant stakeholders (e.g.,
sponsors, fans, parents of minor players)
might pressure leaders (e.g., the board of a
sport club) indirectly into adapting their rela-
tionship with one of their direct followers
(e.g., the coaches of the sport club).

This PhD critical review paper argues that
there are two main ways to implement a
stakeholder perspective on ethical leader-
ship in sport: (a) by conducting and intensi-
fying research in each of the sketched pillars
(i.e., leader centric, follower centric, and
observer centric research on ethical leader-
ship), and (b) by integrating these three pil-
lars in thorough quantitative and (single and
multiple) case study research that aims to
compare and contrast findings. Additionally,
a more diverse set of stakeholders (includ-
ing external stakeholders) and sport set-
tings should be considered, while a broader
range of methods is required to enhance our
understanding of ethical leadership in sport.
Finally, these two lines of suggested research
should both dedicate sufficient attention to
non-empirical, philosophical insights which
help to enhance our understanding of ethi-
cal leadership based on sound reasoning
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(Flanigan, 2018; Price, 2018). Existing bound-
aries between scientific bodies of literature
should thereby be overcome, as related fields
such as sport psychology, sport manage-
ment, and sport philosophy insufficiently
draw on each other's complementary leader-
ship insights.

A more diverse set of stakeholders and
sport settings

The importance of a stakeholder perspective
on ethical leadership in sport has been high-
lighted in a study focusing on the extent to
which fans care about ethical leadership in
professional football (Constandt et al., 2020).
However, the viewpoints of many other rel-
evant stakeholders both within and beyond
sport — including (national, regional, and
local) governments, media, and sponsors
— should also be integrated in future work
(Hancock & Hums, 2015; Welty Peachey et
al,, 2015). Paying attention to the influence
of distance, be it physically and/or socially,
is worthwhile, as it can be an interesting
explaining factor when it comes to ethical
leadership interpretations (Constandt et al.,
2020). Despite their often remote relation-
ship with leaders in sport, stakeholders such
as governments and sponsors affect and
are affected by sport leadership practices
(Hancock & Hums, 2015). For example, these
stakeholders can link behavioral or ethi-
cal standards to subsidies and sponsor fees,
while the media can draw public attention
to certain issues. Moreover, it is worthwhile
to investigate how specific scandals impact
both perceptions and prescriptions of ethical
leadership in sport.

Furthermore, forthcoming scholarship on
ethical leadership in sport should broaden
its scope to more diverse settings. Currently,
both normative and descriptive insights in
ethical leadership are quite limited to inter-
collegiate athletics in North America and
football (soccer) in Europe. To expedite com-
parisons, other sports and regions should
be explored to examine whether context-
dependent differences are really present. In
other words, how much common ground
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(i.e., common understanding and meaning)
is present about ethical leadership in sport?
Additionally, we encourage future work to
pay attention to the extent of stakeholder
group homogeneity vs. heterogeneity (i.e.,
the degree to which people belonging to
the same stakeholder group think alike con-
cerning ethical leadership) and to the role
of trust and values. When assessing ethical
leadership, it is particularly interesting to
examine whether stakeholders are actually
rating their leaders’ ethical leadership or
rather the extent in which they actually like,
trust, and/or share the values of their leaders
(Heres, 2015).

While broadening the scope of ethical
leadership in sport research to more diverse
settings, attention could be paid to more
practice-oriented research questions and to
the practical implications of the study’s find-
ings. Studies guided by such research ques-
tions as “How could ethical leadership be
increased among coaches?” and “How can
coaches be ethical yet demanding in elite
sport contexts, and what are the underlying
mechanisms?” could help to stress the prac-
tical relevance of ethical leadership in sport
scholarship in a clearer way. Moreover, such
research would support the evidence-based
development of specific valorization tools
(e.g., dilemma training in sport clubs), aimed
at stimulating ethical leadership in sport
practices.

A broader range of methods

In terms of methods, future work is encour-
aged to strengthen the current dominant
yet limited quantitative ethical leadership
measurement scales. After all, these generic
scales hold inherent biases that measure not
only the behaviours that people observe in
leaders, but also the respondents’ own prior
expectations, ideals, and assumptions of eth-
ical leadership, as well as their general trust
in their leader (Heres, 2015; van den Akker et
al., 2009). In light of these limitations, future
quantitative ethical leadership in sport stud-
ies are encouraged to develop tailor-made,
robust, and validated measurement scales
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that incorporate the opinions of as many
stakeholders as possible. This would help to
avoid conceptual vagueness and confusion
when it comes to ethical leadership in sport.
It would also facilitate comparing different
sports and rendering practical suggestions.

In addition to developing and implement-
ing these scales on ethical leadership (in
sport), the use of qualitative methods that
enable more fine-grained work on ethi-
cal leadership is amply needed to examine
(a) what is actually understood by ethical
leadership in different settings and by dif-
ferent stakeholders, (b) how these under-
standings influence stakeholders’ actions,
and (c) what the desired and supported
comprehension of ethical leadership is in
a given context (Ko et al., 2018). Evidently,
sufficient philosophical consideration has
to be integrated in all three applications to
analyse how sense can be made of such an
abstract and complex phenomenon as ethi-
cal leadership.

Abroader range of methods is thus required
to respect the complex nature of ethical lead-
ership in sport. The multiple interactions
between different stakeholders, both on and
of the sport field, should thereby be taken
into consideration. For example, (a) partici-
patory observation in sport organizations, (b)
social network analysis (SNA), (c) and novel
methods such as smartphone apps could be
specific applications of future ethical leader-
ship research. Participatory observation and
smartphone apps facilitate the collection and
analysis of real time and recurrent responses
when it comes to certain sport contexts (e.g.,
fans’ or sponsors’ viewpoints on ethical lead-
ership during a sport competition). Such apps
might thus support the measurement of the
evolution of ethical leadership over time, ana-
lysing the (un)stability of ethical leadership
as a construct. Furthermore, SNA could help
to shed light on the role of power distribu-
tions and underlying ties between stakehold-
ers (Claringbould et al., 2018; Eisenbeil} &
Giessner, 2012; Garcia et al., 2016). SNA thus
aids the assessment of leadership as the com-
plex, relational, and collective phenomenon
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it is. As sport is usually taking place in a com-
petitive environment, these methods might
also help to scrutinize whether ethical lead-
ership perceptions (i.e., a descriptive view)
and prescriptions (i.e., a normative view) are
related with the (lack of) success on the sport
field (Constandt et al., 2020).

Conclusion

As a unique leisure time activity and
branch of the entertainment industry,
sport is often offering a stage for people to
showcase both the best and worst kinds of
human behaviours. While sport is believed
to stimulate health and social cohesion
and to bring joy, numerous indications of
different ethical issues are surrounding
sport’s manifestations. In this light, ethical
leadership is considered to be part of the
desired approach within sport organiza-
tions to mitigate this tension. Nonetheless,
the scope of existing scholarship on
ethical leadership in sport is not yet that
broad, leaving debates on two important
and context-dependent questions largely
unsettled: (a) how should ethical leader-
ship look like (i.e., a normative question
focusing on prescriptions)?, and (b) how is
ethical leadership understood in practice
(i.e., a descriptive question, focusing on
perceptions)? Despite their interplay, both
research questions are currently mainly
assessed in certain isolation of each other.
This PhD critical review paper therefore
advocates forthcoming studies to inte-
grate both questions by means of a broad
stakeholder perspective. Such stakeholder
perspective would help to learn how all
people involved in sport (both internal and
external to the sport organization(s) under
scrutiny) help to make sense of ethical lead-
ership in sport. Moreover, such perspective
would also help to guide sport organiza-
tions’ actions to successfully overcome the
ethical challenges they are facing.

Notes
! For the purpose of this paper, ethics and
morality are considered synonyms.
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