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Resumen:
El liderazgo transformacional, la teoría de metas 
de logro (AGT) y la teoría de la autodeterminación 
(SDT) son tres modelos teóricos que explican el li-
derazgo y la motivación desde el paradigma de la 
psicología positiva, la cual aporta una concepción 
activa (cognitivo-social y organísmica) del ser hu-
mano. Tanto la AGT como la SDT tienen en cuenta 
el contexto como antecedente de los mecanismos 
que operan en la motivación humana. Por su parte, 
el liderazgo transformacional concibe los procesos 
de influencia del líder desde los efectos en la mo-
tivación intrínseca de los miembros del grupo. El 
presente trabajo intenta encontrar dónde están los 
límites conceptuales entre los aspectos contextuales 
de las teorías motivacionales (i.e., AGT y SDT) y la 
teoría de liderazgo transformacional. Adicionalmen-
te, se incide en los aspectos transaccionales activos 
unidos a los transformacionales en la eficacia de las 
conductas del líder.

Palabras claves:
Liderazgo transformacional, teoría de las metas de 
logro, teoría de la autodeterminación, psicología po-
sitiva.

Abstract:
Transformational leadership, achievement goal 
theory (AGT), and self-determination theory (SDT) are 
three theoretical models that explain leadership and 
motivation from the paradigm of positive psycholo-
gy, which provides an active (cognitive-social and or-
ganismic) conception of the human being. Both AGT 
and SDT consider context to be an antecedent of 
the mechanisms that operate in human motivation. 
On the other hand, transformational leadership is 
conceived of as a process in which leaders influence 
their groups by fostering intrinsic motivation among 
group members. The present study endeavors to 
delineate the conceptual boundaries between the 
contextual aspects of motivational theories (i.e., AGT 
and SDT) and transformational leadership theory. 
Furthermore, it emphasizes the active transactional 
aspects associated with the transformational ones in 
the effectiveness of the leader’s behaviors.
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Introduction
The aim of this paper is to review how, within the paradigm of positive psychology, several 
variables of interest in the study of physical activity and sport participation are intertwined, 
revealing conceptual boundaries and truly diffuse frontiers between them. To this end, we will 
mainly examine two of the psychosocial variables that have received the greatest attention in 
the scientific literature: leadership and motivation (Castillo et al., 2005).

To understand theoretical models such as those addressed here, it is important not to overlook 
the paradigm underlying the theoretical proposal. We are referring to the conception of the 
person advanced by positive psychology. This conception is essential for theoretical proposals 
to be coherent and effective in explaining and understanding the relationships between diffe-
rent variables and people’s thoughts, behaviors, and emotions. Within this approach to human 
nature, humanistic, cognitive-social, interactionist, and organismic perspectives are key, all of 
which emphasize the person’s active tendency, from birth, with an innate predisposition to in-
teract effectively with the environment (Ryan & Deci, 2017). This nature toward action, oriented 
toward what is interesting to the individual, underlies positive psychology’s interest in flouri-
shing, positive development, and well-being, among other aims (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000). In other words, when the concept of what a human being is changes, explanatory mo-
dels of behavior, thoughts, and emotions also change, taking into account the volitional and 
experiential aspects of behavior.

Among the approaches to leadership derived from positive psychology, transformational lea-
dership—and particularly Bass’s (1985) transformational leadership theory—has received the 
most attention in the literature as an explanation of influence processes over the last four deca-
des (Álvarez et al., 2016; Beauchamp & Morton, 2011). However, the application of this theory 
and similar proposals under various labels (such as charismatic leadership theory; Conger & 
Kanungo, 1987) to physical activity and sport did not emerge until the work of Zacharatos et al. 
(2000). Since then, it has progressively established itself as a widely used theory for studying 
the different influential figures involved in physical activity, sport, and exercise, such as coa-
ches, instructors, teachers, parents, and peers (Álvarez et al., 2016).

Regarding motivation, positive psychology has proposed theoretical models that explain mo-
tivated behavior. In contrast to deterministic perspectives that have viewed people as passi-
ve beings guided mainly by drives, cognitive, cognitive-social, and organismic approaches 
have emerged that recognize the individual as an active agent who interprets the environ-
ment, develops beliefs, and constructs meanings that guide behavior (Ames & Ames, 1984). 
The two theories that have addressed motivation from the perspective of positive psychology 
are achievement goal theory (AGT; Ames, 1992; Nicholls, 1989) and self-determination theory 
(SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2017). From a more contemporary perspective, consis-
tent with positive psychology, the human being is conceived as a volitional agent capable of 
internalizing norms, values, and beliefs underlying motivated behaviors (Roberts et al., 2007). 
Thus, motivation constitutes a fundamental explanatory element of why people behave as they 
do, and the quality of motivation is more decisive than its quantity in explaining motivated 
behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Along the same lines, it is necessary to consider both contextual 
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and individual factors affecting motivation, since both influence psychological well-being and 
adherence to physical activity and sport participation, among other outcomes (Castillo & Álva-
rez, 2023).

Leadership as a Process of Social Influence
Models that do not take into account the active nature of the human being tend to focus on 
which behaviors an influential figure should reinforce in order to modify group members’ be-
havior. The underlying idea in this approach is that influence is exerted upon the person; the-
refore, it is the leader who decides which behaviors in group members should be reinforced. 
In this view, aspects such as task clarity, the benefits the person will obtain from achieving the 
objectives, corrections from the authority figure, expectations, and relationships among group 
members are fundamental. In short, models centered on how to administer reinforcement and 
facilitate the group’s task have offered excellent explanations of what authority figures should 
take into account in order to be effective leaders, since all of these behaviors can be carried out 
either with the participation of group members in goal setting (democratic style) or without it 
(e.g., autocratic leadership). However, it was not until the application of models such as trans-
formational leadership that a more robust explanation could be offered of what leads people 
to go beyond in their commitment to participation (i.e., extra effort) due to their intrinsic inte-
rest in the activity, this being the product of the leader’s behaviors.

As we can already begin to sense, this brings us to one of the most diffuse boundaries be-
tween two psychosocial variables: leadership and motivation. If we focus on the behaviors of 
the influential figure in transformational leadership, in Bass’s (1985) original formulation we 
find the four major behaviors (initially five, since idealized influence distinguished behavior 
and attribution) of the transformational style: Idealized Influence, Inspirational Motivation, In-
tellectual Stimulation, and Individualized Consideration. In addition, the model distinguishes 
three behaviors of the transactional style, based on external reinforcement of behavior (i.e., 
Contingent Reward) and corrective actions (i.e., Active Management by Exception and Passive 
Management by Exception). Finally, the model accounts for those leaders who do not truly act 
as leaders and are generally ineffective and passive, referring to this as laissez-faire leadership.

The great contribution of transformational leadership theory was not to replace transactional 
leadership but to add to it through what Bass (1985) called the augmentation effect. In other 
words, if the leader applies contingent reward behaviors, objectives and the consequences of 
achieving them are clarified, and if the leader uses active management by exception, correc-
tions are provided to athletes. Both behaviors have been identified as part of the effective lea-
der’s behavioral repertoire and have been empirically supported in some of the earliest studies 
applied to sport participation (Álvarez et al., 2010; Rowold, 2006). This idea is important for 
the leader’s day-to-day work, since it implies that athletes, especially in performance contexts, 
positively value corrective feedback delivered through active management by exception and 
the clear establishment of goals through contingent reward. Leadership models such as Che-
lladurai’s multidimensional model (1978, 1993, 2001), centered on reinforcement behaviors, 
indicated that training and instruction behaviors, together with democratic, social support, and 
positive feedback behaviors, were associated with higher levels of athlete well-being, perfor-
mance, and satisfaction (Castillo & Álvarez, 2023).
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Developments in Transformational Leadership: Transformational Parenting 
and Transformational Teaching Styles
Transformational leadership has been used to study leaders in a variety of contexts, such as 
the family through transformational parenting styles (Morton et al., 2010, 2011; Popper & Ma-
yseless, 2003), the educational setting through transformational teaching style (Beauchamp et 
al., 2010), and, as already noted, the sport context through transformational leadership style 
(Bass, 1985). In all contexts, empirical evidence has shown that when influence processes are 
carried out through transformational behaviors, the effects on group members are positive in 
areas as diverse as motivation, well-being, and the prevention of ill-being, both for the leader 
(Castillo et al., 2017) and for group members (e.g., Álvarez, Castillo, Molina-García et al., 2019; 
Castillo et al., 2020). For reviews of the literature, see Álvarez et al. (2016), Arthur et al. (2017), 
and Turnnidge and Côté (2018).

Motivation and Leadership: Diffuse Boundaries?
Bass’s (1985) theoretical model of transformational leadership has three effects on group 
members (i.e., extra effort, leader effectiveness, and satisfaction with the leader), which are the 
product of their intrinsic motivation, itself resulting from the leader’s influence. These proces-
ses are not explained solely by transactional (i.e., exchange-based) relationships, but by the 
connection group members make between what must be carried out and their own interests, 
beliefs, and values as transmitted by the leader through a key component of the model: vision. 
Unsurprisingly, prior literature has shown strong relationships between transformational lea-
dership and motivation (for a review, see Álvarez et al., 2016).

Given the strong relationship between leadership and motivation, and considering that posi-
tive psychology itself emphasizes the volitional nature of the human being, we may ask the fo-
llowing question: can motivation, through its contextual aspects, explain what leadership and 
processes of social influence have traditionally explained? The short answer is no. Judging by 
the attention it has received in the literature, and thanks to the two motivational theories men-
tioned above—AGT and SDT—major advances have also been made over the last four decades 
in understanding, explaining, and promoting physical activity and sport participation.

From a theoretical-conceptual point of view, without the characteristics that define effective 
leadership, group effects cannot be explained solely by motivational processes. We will at-
tempt to shed light on the boundaries between leadership and motivation throughout the 
following paragraphs.

When we speak of motivation, we refer not only to the reasons for participating or not parti-
cipating, but also to how the person understands their relationship with participation. That is, 
how much intensity, energy, and persistence they devote to the activity, and whether they do 
it for autotelic motives (i.e., the activity is justified in itself) or for exotelic motives (i.e., for goals 
to be achieved or avoided through the behavior). Thus, motivation takes into account both 
contextual and individual aspects.

In AGT, contextual aspects are referred to as motivational climates and relate to the person’s 
perceptions of what is reinforced within the structures of the group to which they belong. Ac-
cordingly, two types of motivational climate are distinguished: task-involving climate (or mas-
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tery climate) and ego-involving climate (or performance climate). In task-involving climates, 
the context emphasizes self-referenced improvement, effort, and cooperation among group 
members. By contrast, in ego-involving climates, since the goal is to distinguish the most talent-
ed from the least talented, tasks are presented in the form of competition, those who achieve 
results first are rewarded, and what matters is outperforming the other group members, often 
through public distinctions between the talented and the rest. In SDT, these contextual aspects 
are explained through the interpersonal styles of influential figures. Depending on the concep-
tion of the human being held by the influential person, they will tend either to promote auton-
omy-supportive styles that foster group members’ self-determined tendencies, or to promote 
controlling styles that fit a mechanistic and passive conception of group members, relying on 
seduction, pressure, or threats to motivate behavior that, to a greater or lesser extent, is decid-
ed by others rather than by the individual.

As for individual aspects, both theories (AGT and SDT) address cognitive processes that dis-
tinguish what is important to the person. In AGT, the person may be strongly oriented toward 
self-reference and continuous improvement (task/mastery orientation) and/or toward com-
parison with others with the aim of outperforming them (ego/performance orientation). SDT, 
in turn, refers to processes of basic psychological need satisfaction/frustration, which in turn 
have implications for the quality of motivation for participation, thereby explaining the whole 
process through to the classic variables of positive psychology: well-being and ill-being. The 
literature has widely linked these two theoretical models, together and separately, to adher-
ence to participation, lived experience, and positive development, especially among young 
participants (De María et al., 2024; Fabra et al., 2023; García-Esteban et al., 2023).

For example, transformational parenting styles have been associated with autonomy-support-
ive interpersonal styles, with both variables serving as protective factors against burnout in 
adolescent football players (Álvarez, Castillo, & Moreno Pellicer, 2019). Meanwhile, Castillo and 
colleagues (2020) found that physical education teachers with transformational teaching styles 
were more likely to create task-involving climates. Similar associations between transformation-
al leadership and task-involving climates have also been found in the sport context between 
coaches and their athletes (e.g., Álvarez, Castillo, Molina-García et al., 2019; Kao & Tsai, 2016).

If motivation takes contextual aspects into account as antecedents of motivation (i.e., motiva-
tional climates and interpersonal styles), is it possible that these comprehensive motivational 
models occupy the space traditionally occupied by leadership? If we turn to any widely ac-
cepted definition of leadership, we will find some common characteristics across all of them, 
and perhaps the key one is that leadership is always defined as a process of influence, linked 
to the behaviors of the person who leads, necessarily implying someone who is led. In other 
words, leadership is inherently a process that begins through an external agent influencing 
the person (e.g., Haslam et al., 2011). We may even consider the most critical leadership theo-
ries, which emphasize the importance of the led person’s perception (Campbell, 1977; Pfeffer, 
1977), which in any case would still be influenced by an external agent.

Thus, we have a context in which the person functions, within that context there are influence 
agents (i.e., leaders), and there is also the person or persons who are influenced. Complexity 
increases precisely when we attempt to explain in depth the mechanisms through which this 
influence external to the person (i.e., leadership) is transformed, through the whole motiva-
tional process—as though it were a mechanism for digesting the contextual—into the individual 
behavior of the person, both as an individual (outgroup) and as a member of a social group (in-
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group). For example, Álvarez, Castillo, Molina-García et al. (2019) showed that transformational 
coaches tend to create task-involving climates, finding differences in motivational processes at 
the group (ingroup) and individual (outgroup) levels, such that group processes were medi-
ated by task-involving climates, whereas individual processes, in coach-player dyadic relation-
ships, were mainly explained by the coach’s transformational leadership style. Accordingly, we 
suggested the analogy of motivational processes as a black box in which many mechanisms 
occur and in which contextual inputs are processed by the person.

The complexity lies in understanding where the boundaries between the concepts of leader-
ship and motivation are located, since their frontiers are permeable. Clearly, in practice it is very 
difficult to distinguish the behaviors of a transformational leader from their autonomy-support-
ive style, since both refer to the same way of understanding the human being from positive 
psychology. The difference, theoretical and necessary for deeper analysis, is that interpersonal 
styles or motivational climates are MOTIVATION, that is, the most contextual part of the cogni-
tive-affective pathway through which people process contextual inputs. In this case, leadership 
would be the context external to the person, and it would connect with the contextual part 
outside that black box.

Probably, the difficulty in appreciating the boundaries between motivation and leadership is 
related to the broad consensus regarding what good practice by authority figures means. Thus, 
transformational leadership styles, the creation of task-involving motivational climates, and au-
tonomy-supportive interpersonal styles are all recommended as the best combination for the 
positive development of participants, well-being, and adherence to sport participation. For 
example, when a coach stimulates an athlete so that both of them seek causes, find solutions, 
and identify ways to improve sport performance, the coach is simultaneously carrying out two 
actions through a single behavior: using intellectual stimulation (i.e., a transformational leader-
ship behavior) and an autonomy-supportive interpersonal style (i.e., motivation, in its contextu-
al aspects). Moreover, if we situate ourselves within AGT, we could also classify this behavior as 
characteristic of a coach who creates task-involving climates.

Ultimately, all these antecedents validate the figure of the leader as an agent of social influence 
so that these contextual processes have cognitive-affective consequences in the adoption of 
motivated behaviors by the people being influenced. In SDT terminology, it is logical that, in 
a transformational leadership context, group members perceive their leaders as supportive 
agents and facilitators of the satisfaction of their basic psychological needs, thereby fostering 
autonomous motivational regulations, with the already well-known consequences for well-be-
ing and adherence to participation.

Conclusions
In sum, the view of human nature provided by positive psychology has encouraged the litera-
ture to offer models for understanding the human being in relation to psychosocial variables 
such as leadership and motivation, among others. Throughout this reflective work, we have ar-
gued that both variables are complementary: leadership explains the processes of social influ-
ence external to the person, whereas motivation accounts for the cognitive-affective processes 
that, through the perception of such contexts, convert social influence into individual behavior, 
both for the individual as a member of a social group and for the individual as a person with 
individual characteristics. Although there are permeable boundaries between both constructs 



47 https://doi.org/10.33776/EUHU/remo.vi25.9356

Octavio Álvarez · Ignacio Celsi · Juan Facundo Corti · Lucía Arias-Casasús · Nerea Torres-Moya · Isabel Castillo

where the contextual dimension connects them, both leadership processes and motivational 
processes are necessary to explain the effects of context on well-being, positive development, 
and adherence to physical activity and sport participation.
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