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Abstract

Purpose: To clarify the mechanism through which coach identity leadership
influences athletes’ experiential avoidance and to explain the mediating mecha-
nisms of athletes’ perception of coach-related criticism attitudes and subjective
vitality. Methods: A relational model was constructed with coach identity
leadership as the independent variable, athletes’ experiential avoidance as the
dependent variable, and athletes’ perception of coach-related criticism attitudes
and subjective vitality as mediating variables; a questionnaire survey was ad-
ministered to 788 athletes. Results: (1) Coach identity leadership (identity pro-
totype, identity advancement, identity entrepreneurship, identity embedding)
had a significant negative effect on experiential avoidance; (2) Athletes’ percep-
tion of coach-related criticism attitudes significantly mediated the relationship
between coach identity leadership (identity advancement, identity entrepreneur-
ship, identity embedding) and athletes’ experiential avoidance; (3) Subjective vi-
tality significantly mediated the relationship between coach identity leadership
(identity prototype, identity advancement, identity entrepreneurship, identity
embedding) and athletes’ experiential avoidance. Conclusion: The four prin-
ciples of coach identity leadership have different effects on reducing athletes’
experiential avoidance. Therefore, coaches should adhere to the four principles
of identity leadership, promptly attend to and reduce athletes’ perception of
coach-related criticism attitudes, and enhance athletes’ subjective vitality lev-
els, thereby reducing experiential avoidance.
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Full Text
Preamble: Self-Check Report for Acta Psychologica Sinica

Please complete the following items and paste them on the first page of your
manuscript.

1. List up to three innovative contributions of this study in the form of
“Research Highlights” (must include theoretical contributions), with
a total of no more than 200 words.

Acta Psychologica Sinica aims to publish cutting-edge psychological research
that is “both scientifically excellent and of particularly broad interest and sig-
nificance.” If your study only makes minor incremental contributions, does not
attempt to open new areas of inquiry or propose unique and innovative perspec-
tives, or is purely an algorithm or technical work without clear psychological
questions, such research has a low chance of acceptance. We recommend sub-
mitting to other journals.

Response:

Scale adaptation and cross-cultural validation: We translated the foreign
“Athletes’ Perceptions of Coach-Related Critical Attitudes Scale” and revised
the “Identity Leadership Scale” for application in China’s sports domain, vali-
dating the applicability of both scales while identifying how identity leadership
and athletes’ perceptions of coach criticism affect individual resources in sports
teams, thereby providing research directions for scholars.

Innovative research content: First, few studies have examined the impact
of identity leadership on experiential avoidance. Second, this research promotes
interdisciplinary integration across psychology, management, and sports science.

2. Have you published or submitted articles using the same data as
this study? If yes, please attach them for review. (We do not en-
courage publishing multiple articles with the same variables from one
dataset or splitting a series of related studies into multiple publica-
tions.)

Response: The data used in this study are for this paper only.

3. What methods did you use to control or demonstrate that
common method bias does not affect the validity of your con-
clusions? (For relevant literature on common method bias, see:
http://journal.psych.ac.cn/xlkxjz/CN /abstract /abstract894.shtml).
Studies based on cross-sectional data, self-report measures only, and
convenience samples are easy to conduct but typically have limited
innovative value and low acceptance chances.

Response: To prevent common method bias, we collected data using anony-
mous measures. Harman’s single-factor test was applied to all items. The

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056

ChinaRxiv [$X]

analysis revealed six factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, with the first com-
mon factor explaining 32.82% of variance, below the 40% critical threshold,
indicating no serious common method bias.

4. Did you report and analyze effect sizes (e.g., Cohen’s d for t-tests,
2 or ?p for ANOVA, standardized regression coefficients)? (Many
studies mechanically report effect sizes without necessary analysis,
such as whether they are small, medium, or large, or their theoreti-
cal/applied significance.) (Search “effect size calculator” on Google
for convenient apps. For explanations of effect sizes, see Chinese:
http://journal.psych.ac.cn/xlkxjz/CN /abstract /abstract1150.shtml;
English: http://www.uccs.edu/lbecker/effect-size.html). Did you re-
port 95% ClIs for statistical analyses? (For calculations and plotting,
see https://thenewstatistics.com/itns/esci/)

Response: This study reports and analyzes effect sizes and provides 95% Cls
for statistical analyses.

5. Please state the planned and actual sample sizes. If they differ,
explain why. Previous psychological research has suffered from low
statistical power due to insufficient sample sizes. We recommend
explaining your sample size determination in the Methods section,
using justified effect sizes and desired power, and reporting the soft-
ware/program used. See https://osf.io/5awp4/ for guidance.

Response: Using G*Power 3.1 for a priori sample size estimation, this study
required at least 143 participants. To ensure adequate statistical power, we
distributed 862 questionnaires and obtained 788 valid responses.

6. In hypothesis testing, if using Null Hypothesis Significance Testing
(NHST), report exact p-values rather than ranges (report ranges only
for p < 0.001). Does your paper meet this requirement? For Bayes
factors, report sensitivity to prior distribution assumptions.

Response: This study reports exact p-values, not ranges.

7. If data were excluded in statistical analysis, is this reported in
the text? Why? How would results change if included? How were
missing data handled? Were any scale items deleted? Why? How
would results change if included? Were any measured variables not
reported? Why? State where in the paper this is addressed.

Response: We screened collected data and excluded missing and patterned
responses to prevent affecting the study. Since scales used were validated do-
mestically and internationally, no individual items were deleted. All measured
variables are reported in the text.
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8. Are unpublished experimental materials, scales, or questionnaires
attached for review? If not, explain why. If published, are you willing
to share these materials with other researchers?

Response: If published, all authors are willing to share these materials with
other researchers.

9. This journal requires authors to provide raw data. Please select
one option:

a) Submit data to editorial office email after submission
b) Data available at the following link

¢) Raw data and programs shared on Psychology Science Data Bank
(https://psych.scidb.cn/)

d) If unavailable, explain why or provide proof

10. Is your study a clinical intervention or laboratory experiment?

Yes ()
No (V)

If yes, provide pre-registration number. If no pre-registration, explain why.
Note: Pre-registration is recommended for clinical interventions or lab exper-
iments before data collection and encouraged for other experimental studies.
Pre-registration requires all hypotheses, supporting evidence, and detailed proce-
dures. Our pre-registration sites: https://os.psych.ac.cn/preregister (manual on
journal website) or https://osf.io/ or https://aspredicted.org/. Pre-registration
significantly increases acceptance chances. See https://osf.io/5awp4/ for impor-
tance.

11. If human or animal subjects were used, was ethical approval
obtained from your institution? If yes, send scanned copy to editorial
office. If no, explain why.

Response: This study used human subjects and obtained ethical approval from
our institution.

12. Has the abstract been reviewed by English-proficient professionals
or edited by professional SCI/SSCI editing services?

Response: This paper includes a 400-500 word English abstract following the
“English Abstract Writing Guidelines” on the editorial website, reviewed by
English-proficient professionals.

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056

ChinaRxiv [$X]

13. If the first author is a student, the supervisor must email the
editorial office (xuebao@psych.ac.cn) separately to confirm they have
read and reviewed the manuscript. Has the supervisor been reminded
to email? (Manuscripts will only enter the review process after the
editorial office receives the supervisor’s email.)

Response: I am not a student; no supervisor email is required.

14. Please download and complete the “Manuscript Non-
Confidentiality Certificate” from the “Download Center” on the jour-
nal homepage, stamp it with the corresponding author’s institutional
confidentiality office seal (or institutional seal if no confidentiality
office), and email scanned copy to xuebao@psych.ac.cn.

Response: We have downloaded and completed the “Manuscript Non-
Confidentiality Certificate” and stamped it with the corresponding author’s
institutional seal.

The Effect of Coach Identity Leadership on Athletes’ Expe-
riential Avoidance: The Mediating Role of Athletes’ Per-
ceptions of Coach-Related Critical Attitudes and Subjec-
tive Vitality

Abstract

Objective: To clarify the mechanism through which coach identity leadership
influences athletes’ experiential avoidance, explaining the mediating roles of
athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes and subjective vitality.
Methods: We constructed a model with coach identity leadership as the in-
dependent variable, athletes’ experiential avoidance as the dependent variable,
and athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes and subjective vi-
tality as mediators. A questionnaire survey was administered to 788 athletes.
Results: (1) Coach identity leadership (identity prototypicality, identity ad-
vancement, identity entrepreneurship, identity impresarioship) had significant
negative effects on experiential avoidance. (2) Athletes’ perceptions of coach-
related critical attitudes significantly mediated the relationship between coach
identity leadership (identity advancement, identity entrepreneurship, identity
impresarioship) and athletes’ experiential avoidance. (3) Subjective vitality sig-
nificantly mediated the relationship between coach identity leadership (iden-
tity prototypicality, identity advancement, identity entrepreneurship, identity
impresarioship) and athletes’ experiential avoidance. Conclusion: The four
principles of coach identity leadership have different effects on reducing ath-
letes’ experiential avoidance. Coaches should adhere to these four principles,
attend to and reduce athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes,
and enhance athletes’ subjective vitality to decrease experiential avoidance.
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Keywords: identity leadership, athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical
attitudes, subjective vitality, experiential avoidance

Experiential avoidance refers to the phenomenon that occurs when an individual
is unwilling to maintain contact with specific private experiences (such as bod-
ily sensations, emotions, thoughts, memories, behavioral tendencies) and takes
measures to alter the form, frequency, or context that triggers these events
(Hayes et al., 1996; Hayes et al., 2004). As a core concept in psychological
pathology models, experiential avoidance is considered a harmful coping strat-
egy that consumes cognitive resources to inhibit or escape from aversive or
unwanted experiences (Hayes et al., 2004). It is also recognized as a risk factor
affecting mental health and behavior, preventing individuals from committing
to their values and pursuing lifelong goals (Hayes et al., 1996). High levels of
experiential avoidance may induce more negative emotions and lead to psycho-
logical distress and behavioral disorders (Asher et al., 2021). Previous research
indicates that athletes with high experiential avoidance tend to adopt strate-
gies such as distraction, eating disorders, and self-harm to avoid discomfort,
ultimately preventing them from focusing on their goals and performance (Hen-
riksen, 2019). Furthermore, experiential avoidance is positively correlated with
athlete burnout, with high levels leading to increased burnout (Zhang et al.,
2016). Thus, experiential avoidance is a pathogenic factor for maladaptive be-
havior and psychological problems, and reducing it can improve mental health
(Yela et al., 2020). Therefore, decreasing athletes’ experiential avoidance has
become increasingly important in sports contexts.

Coaches are leaders of sports teams, and their thoughts and behaviors directly
influence athletes’ perceptions, emotions, and performance (Huang et al., 2021).
Scholars have found that coaches represent a core social environmental factor for
improving athletes’ mental health and reducing experiential avoidance (Huang,
2023; Wang et al., 2023). Research shows that coach identity leadership effec-
tively promotes positive psychological resources and prevents negative outcomes
(Fransen et al., 2020; Van Dick et al., 2018). However, few studies have exam-
ined the impact of coach identity leadership on athletes’ experiential avoidance.
This study investigates this relationship and tests the mediating roles of athletes’
perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes and subjective vitality to clarify
the internal mechanisms, expand research themes, and help coaches understand
how identity leadership may influence athletes’ experiential avoidance.

The Impact of Coach Identity Leadership on Athletes’ Experiential
Avoidance

Leadership is one of the most important organizational factors affecting psy-
chological readiness and performance. Grounded in social identity and self-
categorization theories, the social identity approach defines identity leadership
as a social influence process whereby leaders represent, advance, create, and em-
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bed a shared social identity among group members (Steffens et al., 2014). Iden-
tity leadership comprises four principles: identity prototypicality (representing
the group’s distinctive qualities and what it means to be a member), identity ad-
vancement (promoting the group’s core interests over personal or other groups’
interests), identity entrepreneurship (creating a shared “we” consciousness that
unites different members), and identity impresarioship (organizing events and
activities that give the group significance and embed collective “we” conscious-
ness) (Steffens et al., 2014).

Coach identity leadership dimensions are significantly positively correlated with
athletes’ self-efficacy, which serves as a protective factor that reduces negative
outcomes (Miller et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2010). When leaders are perceived
as group prototypes, members gain support and develop stronger identification
and trust (Steffens et al., 2021), which improves challenge states and reduces ex-
periential avoidance (Huang et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023). Although the four
dimensions have been conceptualized, they overlap substantially (Steffens et al.,
2014). To deepen understanding, this study examines specific dimensions. We
hypothesize: Hla Coach identity prototypicality significantly negatively pre-
dicts athletes’ experiential avoidance; H1b Coach identity advancement signifi-
cantly negatively predicts athletes’ experiential avoidance; Hlc Coach identity
entrepreneurship significantly negatively predicts athletes’ experiential avoid-
ance; H1d Coach identity impresarioship significantly negatively predicts ath-
letes’ experiential avoidance.

The Mediating Effect of Athletes’ Perceptions of Coach-Related Crit-
ical Attitudes

Athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes reflect their views on
coaches’ criticism of their performance and abilities, representing an unhealthy
coach-athlete relationship (Oliveira et al., 2022). Coaches’ critical attitudes are
crucial for athletes’ development and positively correlate with psychopatholog-
ical indicators, leading athletes to avoid or quit sports (Oliveira et al., 2022).
Siekanska et al. (2013) noted that excessive criticism inhibits athletic develop-
ment. When athletes fail to meet expectations, coaches’ criticism triggers nega-
tive emotions like fear, frustration, anger, and guilt, fostering avoidance (Sagar
& Jowett, 2012). Concerns about criticism and expectations also increase expe-
riential avoidance to escape negative self-awareness (Moroz & Dunkley, 2015;
Moroz & Dunkley, 2019).

Coach leadership affects the coach-athlete relationship (Gosai et al., 2023; Lopez
et al., 2021). Shared social identity and leader prototypicality reduce nega-
tive perceptions and enhance identification (Steffens et al., 2014). Wekesser et
al. (2021) found that coaches indirectly influence athletes’ intention to continue
participation through the coach-athlete relationship. We hypothesize that coach
identity leadership reduces experiential avoidance by inhibiting unhealthy coach-
athlete relationships. Therefore: H2a Athletes’ perceptions of coach-related
critical attitudes mediate the relationship between coach identity prototypical-
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ity and experiential avoidance; H2b Athletes’ perceptions mediate between
identity advancement and experiential avoidance; H2c Athletes’ perceptions
mediate between identity entrepreneurship and experiential avoidance; H2d
Athletes’ perceptions mediate between identity impresarioship and experiential
avoidance.

The Mediating Effect of Subjective Vitality

Subjective vitality refers to individuals’ sense of positive energy and aliveness,
serving as an indicator of physical and mental well-being (Ryan & Frederick,
1997). It provides positive resources that help individuals approach difficult
situations as challenges rather than threats, reducing experiential avoidance over
time (Elliot & Thrash, 2002; Ryan & Frederick, 1997). High subjective vitality
enhances internal resources like self-efficacy and mental health, reducing distress
and the use of avoidance strategies (Ryan & Frederick, 1997; Wang et al., 2010).
Empirical research shows athletes’ subjective vitality is significantly negatively
correlated with and predicts experiential avoidance (Ogiitlii et al., 2021; Wang
et al., 2023).

Coaches shape the social environment that influences athletes’ subjective vi-
tality (Felton & Jowett, 2013). When leaders are seen as group prototypes,
members receive stronger support, enhancing vitality (Reinboth et al., 2004;
Steffens et al., 2021). Identity leadership from coaches, captains, and infor-
mal leaders improves psychological safety, which positively predicts subjective
vitality (Fransen et al., 2020; Gosai et al., 2023). Subjective vitality also me-
diates between perceived coach autonomy support and experiential avoidance
(Wang et al., 2023). We hypothesize that coach identity leadership reduces
experiential avoidance by enhancing subjective vitality. Therefore: H3a Sub-
jective vitality mediates between coach identity prototypicality and experiential
avoidance; H3b Subjective vitality mediates between identity advancement and
experiential avoidance; H3c Subjective vitality mediates between identity en-
trepreneurship and experiential avoidance; H3d Subjective vitality mediates
between identity impresarioship and experiential avoidance.

The theoretical model is shown in Figure 1 [Figure 1: see original paper].

Participants

This study examined the effect of coach identity leadership on athletes’ experien-
tial avoidance and the mediating roles of athletes’ perceptions of coach-related
critical attitudes and subjective vitality. Using G*Power 3.1 for a priori sample
size estimation with o = 0.05, power (1-8) = 0.8, and medium effect size (0.15),
we required at least 143 participants. To ensure adequate statistical power, we
randomly selected two sports teams from each grade (freshman to senior) across
eight universities with athletes (sporting level Z#& &1 £) in Shandong, Fujian,
Hunan, and Jilin provinces. We distributed 862 questionnaires and obtained 788
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valid responses (91.4% valid). The sample included 496 males (62.9%) and 292
females (37.1%); 370 Z4&kizzh& (47.0%), 372 —&izsh&A (47.2%), and 46 national-
level athletes (5.8%). Mean age was 20.52 years (SD = 1.81) and mean training
experience was 6.29 years (SD = 2.53). Sports included boxing, taekwondo,
wrestling, discus, weightlifting, judo, gymnastics, soccer, basketball, volleyball,
badminton, rugby, etc.

Measures

Identity Leadership Scale We used the Identity Leadership Scale devel-
oped by Steffens et al. (2014), validated across 20 countries (Van Dick et al.,
2018). As it had not been used in China’s sports context, we slightly modi-
fied wording (e.g., “immediate supervisor” to “coach”). The 15-item scale in-
cludes four dimensions: identity prototypicality, identity advancement, identity
entrepreneurship, and identity impresarioship. Items include “My coach is a
model team member” and “My coach creates useful organizational structures.”
Rated on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree), higher
scores indicate stronger identity leadership. Cronbach’s o was 0.96 for the total
scale and 0.76, 0.85, 0.97, and 0.98 for the four dimensions. Confirmatory factor
analysis showed good structural validity: 2/df = 3.62, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR
= 0.02, IFT = 0.99, CFI = 0.99, NFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.99.

Athletes’ Perceptions of Coach-Related Critical Attitudes Scale We
used the scale by Oliveira et al. (2022), a 10-item unidimensional measure (e.g.,
“My coach never tries to understand my mistakes”). Items are rated on a 5-
point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), with higher scores
indicating greater perceived critical attitudes. Following standard localization
procedures and with Oliveira’s permission, two bilingual experts conducted back-
translation (Mccrae et al., 1998). Cronbach’s a was 0.93. Confirmatory factor
analysis indicated good structural validity: 2/df = 2.50, RMSEA = 0.04, SRMR
= 0.01, IFT = 0.99, CFI = 0.99, NFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.99.

Subjective Vitality Scale We used Ryan and Frederick’s (1997) 7-item Sub-
jective Vitality Scale (e.g., “I feel alive and vital”), a unidimensional measure
with one reverse-scored item (“I don’t feel very energetic”). Rated on a 7-point
scale (1 = not at all true to 7 = very true), higher scores indicate greater vitality.
Cronbach’s a was 0.75. Confirmatory factor analysis showed good structural
validity: 2/df = 3.50, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.02, IFI = 0.99, CFI = 0.99,
NFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98.

Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-II We used the Chinese version of
the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-II translated and revised by Cao et
al. (2013). This 7-item unidimensional scale (e.g., “Painful experiences make it
difficult for me to live a vital life”) is rated on a 7-point scale (1 = does not
describe me at all to 7 = describes me very well), with higher scores indicating
greater experiential avoidance. Cronbach’s o was 0.97.
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Data Analysis

We used SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 23.0 for data analysis, including reliability and
validity tests, confirmatory factor analysis, common method bias tests, descrip-
tive statistics, ANOVA, correlation analysis, regression analysis, and Bootstrap
analysis.

Common Method Bias Test

As self-report questionnaires were used, we employed anonymous data collection
to prevent common method bias. Harman’s single-factor test revealed six fac-
tors with eigenvalues greater than 1, with the first factor explaining 32.82% of
variance, below the 40% critical standard, indicating no serious common method
bias.

Correlation Analysis

Pearson correlation analysis examined relationships among identity prototyp-
icality, identity advancement, identity entrepreneurship, identity impresario-
ship, athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes, subjective vitality,
and experiential avoidance (see Table 1 ). Results showed: coach identity pro-
totypicality was significantly positively correlated with subjective vitality and
negatively correlated with experiential avoidance, but not with athletes’ percep-
tions of critical attitudes; identity advancement, identity entrepreneurship, and
identity impresarioship were significantly negatively correlated with perceptions
of critical attitudes and experiential avoidance, and positively correlated with
subjective vitality; athletes’ perceptions of critical attitudes were significantly
positively correlated with experiential avoidance but not with subjective vital-
ity; subjective vitality was significantly negatively correlated with experiential
avoidance. Correlations among significantly related variables were below 0.70,
indicating no multicollinearity and supporting subsequent mediation tests.

Direct Effects of Coach Identity Leadership on Experiential Avoidance

After controlling for demographics (gender, age, training years, and sport level),
hierarchical regression analysis examined direct effects. With experiential avoid-
ance as the dependent variable and the four identity leadership dimensions as
independent variables, results showed: identity prototypicality (8 = -0.16, p <
0.001), identity advancement (8 = -0.10, p < 0.01), identity entrepreneurship
(8 =-0.16, p < 0.001), and identity impresarioship (8 = -0.14, p < 0.001) all
significantly negatively predicted experiential avoidance. Thus, Hla-H1d were
supported, with identity prototypicality and entrepreneurship showing stronger
effects than advancement. Coaches adhering to all four principles can effectively
inhibit athletes’ experiential avoidance strategies.
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Mediating Effects of Athletes’ Perceptions and Subjective Vitality

We tested mediation using the SPSS macro Process 4.1, with identity leadership
dimensions as independent variables, experiential avoidance as the dependent
variable, and athletes’ perceptions of critical attitudes and subjective vitality as
mediators (see Table 2 ).

Bootstrap results showed: (1) For identity prototypicality and experiential
avoidance, when adding athletes’ perceptions, the direct effect was -0.312 [95%
CIL: -0.441, -0.184] and the indirect effect was -0.010 [95% CI: -0.059, 0.041],
indicating no significant mediation. When adding subjective vitality, the di-
rect effect was -0.221 [95% CI: -0.369, -0.073] and the indirect effect was -0.101
[95% CI: -0.149, -0.059], indicating partial mediation. Thus, H2a was not sup-
ported while H3a was supported. (2) For identity advancement and experiential
avoidance, athletes’ perceptions showed partial mediation (direct effect: -0.149
[95% CI: -0.288, -0.010]; indirect effect: -0.074 [95% CI: -0.129, -0.024]), while
subjective vitality showed full mediation (direct effect: -0.114 [95% CI: -0.270,
0.043]; indirect effect: -0.110 [95% CI: -0.161, -0.068]). Thus, H2b and H3b
were supported. (3) For identity entrepreneurship, both athletes’ perceptions
(indirect effect: -0.128 [95% CI: -0.193, -0.072]) and subjective vitality (indirect
effect: -0.114 [95% CI: -0.168, -0.067]) showed partial mediation. Thus, H2c and
H3c were supported. (4) For identity impresarioship, both athletes’ perceptions
(indirect effect: -0.097 [95% CI: -0.148, -0.049]) and subjective vitality (indirect
effect: -0.114 [95% CI: -0.165, -0.070]) showed partial mediation. Thus, H2d
and H3d were supported.

Direct Effects of Coach Identity Leadership

All four dimensions of coach identity leadership negatively predicted athletes’
experiential avoidance. First, coaches demonstrating identity prototypicality
embody shared norms, beliefs, values, aspirations, and goals, providing sup-
port and recognition that mobilizes athletes’ energy, enhances confidence, and
positively influences attitudes and behaviors. This makes athletes more moti-
vated, courageous in facing challenges, and self-regulating, thereby inhibiting
experiential avoidance (Steffens et al., 2021). Second, coaches showing iden-
tity advancement are effective problem-solvers who interact and communicate
with athletes to prevent conflicts, reflect on achievements and improvements,
reducing negative impacts and helping athletes understand and address their
weaknesses, thereby suppressing avoidance strategies (Herbison et al., 2022).
Third, coaches exhibiting identity entrepreneurship show sensitivity to athletes’
needs and abilities, highlight athletes’ contributions, provide experience and
encouragement, and foster belonging. This promotes social identity, enhances
psychological adaptation and control, and helps manage training and competi-
tion pressures, reducing negative emotions and experiential avoidance (Herbison
et al., 2022; Parker et al., 2021; Rees et al., 2015; Rowe & Slater, 2021). Fourth,
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coaches practicing identity impresarioship create group activities that advance
team values and vision, positively benefiting athletes’ social identity. This in-
creases recognition and trust in coaches and team identification, motivating
athletes to pursue coaches’ visions rather than avoid challenging goals (Slater et
al., 2014; Van Dick et al., 2021). Thus, coaches’ adherence to all four principles
effectively reduces athletes’ experiential avoidance.

Mediating Role of Athletes’ Perceptions of Critical Attitudes

Athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes partially mediated the
relationship between identity advancement, identity entrepreneurship, identity
impresarioship and experiential avoidance, but not between identity prototypi-
cality and experiential avoidance. First, identity advancement promotes team
members’ interests, enhancing athletes’ support and identification with coaches,
which reduces perceptions of critical attitudes (Davies et al., 2022). Reduced per-
ceptions decrease self-criticism and negative emotions, reducing concerns about
criticism and expectations, improving mental health, and encouraging active
rather than avoidant coping (Moroz & Dunkley, 2015; Oliveira et al., 2022;
Sagar & Jowett, 2012). Second, identity entrepreneurship clarifies group mem-
bership meaning, creates meaningful norms and values, and develops athletes’
experience and teamwork, fostering belonging (Steffens et al., 2018). This in-
creases support and reduces critical attitude perceptions, thereby decreasing
their impact on experiential avoidance (Slater et al., 2014). Third, identity
impresarioship embeds athletes’ identity through structures, rituals, and soli-
darity activities that enhance social identity and cohesion (Chamberlain et al.,
2021). Increased “we-ness” promotes coach-athlete relationship identification,
improves impressions of coaches, reduces critical attitude perceptions, and thus
decreases experiential avoidance (Miller et al., 2020). Therefore, identity ad-
vancement, entrepreneurship, and impresarioship reduce experiential avoidance
by decreasing athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes.

Mediating Role of Subjective Vitality

Subjective vitality mediated the relationship between all four identity leader-
ship dimensions and experiential avoidance. While vitality reduces experiential
avoidance (Gosai et al., 2023), no empirical research has examined whether
coach identity leadership enhances vitality. Few studies have directly tested vi-
tality as a mediator, though research suggests coaches are important for vitality
and that vitality affects experiential avoidance (Wang et al., 2023). First, iden-
tity prototypicality connects team goals closely with team identity (Steffens et
al., 2021). Prototypical coaches show respect and humility, enhancing athletes’
identification. Strong team identification provides direction and motivation,
and vitality supplies energy resources to cope with demands, reducing depletion
and experiential avoidance (Ryan & Frederick, 1997; Weinstein & Ryan, 2011;
Weinstein et al., 2011). Second, identity advancement promotes group inter-
ests, building connections and trust. Trust is a prerequisite for vitality, and
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identified athletes show greater vitality when expected to perform (Hoegh &
Bourgeois, 2002), reducing avoidance. Third, identity entrepreneurship clarifies
team goals and purpose (Steffens et al., 2018), helping members see meaning
and value in their work, which stimulates vitality and its impact on reducing
experiential avoidance (Cartwright & Holmes, 2006; Shir & Ryff, 2022). Fourth,
identity impresarioship introduces structures and activities that enhance social
identity and cohesion (Chamberlain et al., 2021). Cohesion is a key source of
social support in sports (Eys et al., 2019). Greater support increases belong-
ing and security, providing guidance to improve skills and enabling athletes to
engage with enthusiasm and confidence, reducing experiential avoidance (Gu &
Xue, 2022). Thus, inhibiting avoidance requires attention to subjective vital-
ity, which can be enhanced through coaches’ adherence to identity leadership
principles.

Conclusion

This study reveals that specific dimensions of coach identity leadership signif-
icantly reduce athletes’ experiential avoidance. Some dimensions (identity ad-
vancement, identity entrepreneurship, identity impresarioship) operate through
reducing athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical attitudes, while all di-
mensions work through enhancing subjective vitality. These findings illuminate
the internal mechanisms linking coach identity leadership to athletes’ experi-
ential avoidance, providing practical guidance for coaches to address this issue
effectively.

References

Asher, M., Hofmann, S. G., & Aderka, I. M. (2021). I'm not feeling it: Momen-
tary experiential avoidance and social anxiety among individuals with social
anxiety disorder. Behavior Therapy, 52(1), 183-194.

Brown, J., & Slater, M. J. (2023). Improving identity leadership through a novel
targeted reflective practice intervention. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology,
35(4), 625-642.

Cao, J., Ji, Y., & Zhu, Z. H. (2013). Reliability and validity of the Chinese
version of the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-Second Edition (AAQ-II)
in college students. Chinese Mental Health Journal, 27(11), 873-877.

Cartwright, S., & Holmes, N. (2006). The meaning of work: The challenge
of regaining employee engagement and reducing cynicism. Human Resource
Management Review, 16(2), 199-208.

Chamberlain, J. J., Hall, C. R., & Benson, A. J. (2021). How team socializa-
tion processes relate to youth ice hockey players’ social identity strength and

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056

ChinaRxiv [$X]

cohesion. Sport, Exercise, and Performance Psychology, 10(4), 475.

Davies, B., Leicht, C., & Abrams, D. (2022). Donald Trump and the rational-
ization of transgressive behavior: The role of group prototypicality and identity
advancement. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 52(7), 481-495.

Elliot, A. J., & Thrash, T. M. (2002). Approach-avoidance motivation in person-
ality: Approach and avoidance temperaments and goals. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 82(5), 804.

Eys, M., Bruner, M. W., & Martin, L. J. (2019). The dynamic group environ-
ment in sport and exercise. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 42(3), 40-47.

Felton, L., & Jowett, S. (2013). “What do coaches do” and “how do they relate”:
Their effects on athletes’ psychological needs and functioning. Scandinavian
Journal of Medicine & Science in Sports, 23(2), e130-e139.

Fransen, K., McEwan, D., & Sarkar, M. (2020). The impact of identity leader-
ship on team functioning and well-being in team sport: Is psychological safety
the missing link? Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 51(6), 101763.

Gosai, J., Jowett, S., & Nascimento-Junior, J. R. A. D. (2023). When lead-
ership, relationships and psychological safety promote flourishing in sport and
life. Sports Coaching Review, 12(2), 145-165.

Gu, S., & Xue, L. (2022). Relationships among sports group cohesion, psycho-
logical collectivism, mental toughness and athlete engagement in Chinese team
sports athletes. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health, 19(9), 4987.

Hayes, S. C., Strosahl, K., Wilson, K. G., Bissett, R. T., Pistorello, J., Toarmino,
D., .. & McCurry, S. M. (2004). Measuring experiential avoidance: A prelimi-
nary test of a working model. The Psychological Record, 54(4), 553-578.

Hayes, S. C., Wilson, K. G., Gifford, E. V., Follette, V. M., & Strosahl, K.
(1996). Experiential avoidance and behavioral disorders: A functional dimen-
sional approach to diagnosis and treatment. Journal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology, 64(6), 1152.

Henriksen, K. (2019). The values compass: Helping athletes act in accordance
with their values through functional analysis. Journal of Sport Psychology in
Action, 10(4), 199-207.

Herbison, J. D., Sutcliffe, J. T., Martin, L. J., McLaren, C. D., Slatcher, R.
B., Benson, A. J., .. & Bruner, M. W. (2022). Capturing coaches’ identity
leadership within youth sport. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 61(4), 102208.

Hoegh, D. G., & Bourgeois, M. J. (2002). Prelude and postlude to the self:
Correlates of achieved identity. Youth & Society, 33(4), 471-492.

Huang, C. C. (2023). The effects of coach autonomy support, sports mental
training, experiential avoidance, and sports anxiety among badminton college

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056

ChinaRxiv [$X]

athletes. Journal of Physical Education and Sport, 23(9), 2513-2522.

Huang, H. C., Lee, P. Y., Lo, Y. C., Chen, I. S., & Hsu, C. H. (2021). A study
on the perceived positive coaching leadership, sports enthusiasm, and happiness
of boxing athletes. Sustainability, 13(13), 7199.

Lopez de Subijana, C., Martin, L. J., Ramos, J., & Cote, J. (2021). How coach
leadership is related to the coach-athlete relationship in elite sport. Interna-
tional Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 16(6), 1239-1246.

McCrae, R. R., Yik, M. S., Trapnell, P. D., Bond, M. H., & Paulhus, D. L.
(1998). Interpreting personality profiles across cultures: Bilingual, accultura-
tion, and peer rating studies of Chinese undergraduates. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 74(4), 1041-1055.

Miller, A. J., Slater, M. J., & Turner, M. J. (2020). Coach identity leadership
behaviours are positively associated with athlete resource appraisals: The me-
diating roles of relational and group identification. Psychology of Sport and
Ezercise, 51(6), 101755.

Moroz, M., & Dunkley, D. M. (2015). Self-critical perfectionism and depressive
symptoms: Low self-esteem and experiential avoidance as mediators. Personal-
ity and Individual Differences, 87(16), 174-179.

Moroz, M., & Dunkley, D. M. (2019). Self-critical perfectionism, experiential
avoidance, and depressive and anxious symptoms over two years: A three-wave
longitudinal study. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 112(1), 18-27.

Ogiitlii, H., Dogan, U., Adigiizel, A., & Tiirkcapar, H. (2021). Mediation role
of experiential avoidance in the relationship between subjective vitality and
depression. Journal of Cognitive-Behavioral Psychotherapy and Research, 10(3),
297-297.

Oliveira, S., Trindade, I. A., Rosado, A., Cunha, M., & Ferreira, C. (2022). De-
velopment and initial validation of athletes’ perceptions of coach-related critical
attitudes scale. Current Psychology, 41(11), 7512-7521.

Parker, P. C., Perry, R. P., Coffee, P., Chipperfield, J. G., Hamm, J. M., Daniels,
L. M., & Dryden, R. P. (2021). The impact of student-athlete social identity on
psychosocial adjustment during a challenging educational transition. Psychology
of Sport and Ezxercise, 56(5), 101979.

Rees, T., Alexander Haslam, S., Coffee, P., & Lavallee, D. (2015). A social iden-
tity approach to sport psychology: Principles, practice, and prospects. Sports
Medicine, 45(8), 1083-1096.

Reinboth, M., Duda, J. L., & Ntoumanis, N. (2004). Dimensions of coaching
behavior, need satisfaction, and the psychological and physical welfare of young
athletes. Motivation and Emotion, 28(3), 297-313.

Rowe, L. F., & Slater, M. J. (2021). Will ‘we’ continue to exercise? The
associations between group identification, identity leadership, and relational

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056

ChinaRxiv [$X]

identification on group exercise class adherence. International Journal of Sports
Science €& Coaching, 16(3), 670-681.

Ryan, R. M., & Frederick, C. (1997). On energy, personality, and health: Sub-
jective vitality as a dynamic reflection of well-being. Journal of Personality,
65(3), 529-565.

Sagar, S. S., & Jowett, S. (2012). Communicative acts in coach—athlete in-
teractions: When losing competitions and when making mistakes in training.
Western Journal of Communication, 76(2), 148-174.

Shir, N., & Ryff, C. D. (2022). Entrepreneurship, self-organization, eudaimonic
well-being: A dynamic approach. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 46(6),
1658-1684.

Siekanska, M., Blecharz, J., & Wojtowicz, A. (2013). The athlete’s perception
of coaches’ behavior towards competitors with a different sports level. Journal
of Human Kinetics, 39(1), 231-242.

Slater, M. J., Coffee, P., Barker, J. B., & Evans, A. L. (2014). Promoting shared
meanings in group memberships: A social identity approach to leadership in
sport. Reflective Practice, 15(5), 672-685.

Steffens, N. K., Haslam, S. A., & Reicher, S. D. (2014). Up close and personal:
Evidence that shared social identity is a basis for the ‘special’ relationship that
binds followers to leaders. The Leadership Quarterly, 25(2), 296-313.

Steffens, N. K., Haslam, S. A., Reicher, S. D., Platow, M. J., Fransen, K., Yang,
J., .. & Boen, F. (2014). Leadership as social identity management: Introducing
the Identity Leadership Inventory (ILI) to assess and validate a four-dimensional
model. The Leadership Quarterly, 25(5), 1001-1024.

Steffens, N. K., Munt, K. A., van Knippenberg, D., Platow, M. J., & Haslam, S.
A. (2021). Advancing the social identity theory of leadership: A meta-analytic
review of leader group prototypicality. Organizational Psychology Review, 11(1),
35-72.

Steffens, N. K., Yang, J., Jetten, J., Haslam, S. A., & Lipponen, J. (2018).
The unfolding impact of leader identity entrepreneurship on burnout, work en-
gagement, and turnover intentions. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology,
23(3), 373.

Van Dick, R., Cordes, B. L., Lemoine, J. E., Steffens, N. K., Haslam, S. A., Ak-
firat, S. A., ... & Kerschreiter, R. (2021). Identity leadership, employee burnout
and the mediating role of team identification: Evidence from the global iden-

tity leadership development project. International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health, 18(22), 12081.

Van Dick, R., Lemoine, J. E., Steffens, N. K., Kerschreiter, R., Akfirat, S.
A., Avanzi, L., .. & Haslam, S. A. (2018). Identity leadership going global:

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202407.00056

ChinaRxiv [$X]

Validation of the Identity Leadership Inventory across 20 countries. Journal of
Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 91(4), 697-728.

Wang, R. H., Hsu, H. Y., Lin, S. Y., Cheng, C. P., & Lee, S. L. (2010). Risk
behaviours among early adolescents: Risk and protective factors. Journal of
Advanced Nursing, 66(2), 313-323.

Wang, Y., Wu, C. H., & Chen, L. H. (2023). A longitudinal investigation
of the role of perceived autonomy support from coaches in reducing athletes’
experiential avoidance: The mediating role of subjective vitality. Psychology of
Sport and Ezercise, 64(1), 102-112.

Weinstein, N., & Ryan, R. M. (2011). A self-determination theory approach to
understanding stress incursion and responses. Stress and Health, 27(1), 4-17.

Weinstein, N., Deci, E. L., & Ryan, R. M. (2011). Motivational determinants
of integrating positive and negative past identities. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 100(3), 527-574.

Wekesser, M. M., Harris, B. S., Langdon, J., & Wilson Jr, C. H. (2021). Coaches’
impact on youth athletes’ intentions to continue sport participation: The me-
diational influence of the coach—athlete relationship. International Journal of
Sports Science & Coaching, 16(3), 490-499.

Yela, J. R., Crego, A., Gémez-Martinez, M. A., & Jiménez, L. (2020). Self-
compassion, meaning in life, and experiential avoidance explain the relationship
between meditation and positive mental health outcomes. Journal of Clinical
Psychology, 76(9), 1631-1652.

Zhang, C. Q., Si, G., Chung, P. K., & Gucciardi, D. F. (2016). Mindfulness and
burnout in elite junior athletes: The mediating role of experiential avoidance.
Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 28(4), 437-451.

Appendices
Identity Leadership Scale

1. My coach embodies the team’s culture and values.
2. My coach is no different from other team members and can represent them.
3. My coach is a model team member.

4. My coach is the best example of what it means to be a team member and
what is required.

5. My coach seeks to promote team members’ interests.
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6. My coach acts as the team’s advocate.
7. My coach champions the team.
8. My coach always keeps the team’s interests at heart.
9. My coach makes people feel they are part of the team.
10. My coach builds cohesion within the team.
11. My coach helps everyone understand what being a team member means.
12. My coach shapes team members’ values and ideals.
13. My coach comes up with activities that unite the team.
14. My coach arranges activities that help the team function effectively.

15. My coach creates organizational structures useful for team members.

Athletes’ Perceptions of Coach-Related Critical Attitudes Scale

Strongly Disagree Disagree

Uncertain

Ag

I feel my coach expects me to be perfect.

The standards/goals my coach sets for me are too high.
Only outstanding performance can satisfy my coach.
My coach never tries to understand my mistakes.

I strive to meet my coach’s expectations.

I feel my coach’s expectations exceed my abilities.

My coach cannot tolerate mistakes.

My coach gets upset when I fail at something.

. I realize my coach becomes anxious/angry when I fail.

O My coach criticizes me harshly when I don’t meet goals.

Subjective Vitality Scale

1. I feel alive and vital.
2. T don’t feel very energetic. (R)
3. Sometimes I feel so alive I just want to burst.

4. T have energy and spirit.
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5

6

7

. I'look forward to each new day.
. T almost always feel alert and awake.

. I feel energized. (R = reverse scored)

Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-I11

1

7.

. Painful experiences make it difficult for me to live a vital life.
. Certain feelings make me scared.

I worry I cannot control my worries and feelings.

Painful memories ruin my pleasant life.

Emotions disrupt my life.

Most people seem better able to cope with life than me.

Worrying about the future hinders my success.

Note: Figure translations are in progress. See original paper for figures.

Source: ChinaXiv — Machine translation. Verify with original.
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