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Based on social cognitive theory, we studied the relationship between coaches’ paternalistic leadership (PL) and youth athletes’ organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) and the mediation effect of athletes’ trust in coaches, in China. This age-specific research was conducted among more than 2,000 Chinese youth soccer players. Overall, 758 youth soccer players, aged 13–18 years, completed a self-report questionnaire. The results showed that the three dimensions of the coaches’ PL have different relationships with OCB, and the differences were due to differences in athletes’ ages. Additionally, we verified the mediation role of trust. Our research conclusions are of great significance to the study of Chinese youth soccer as in-depth research can provide a deeper and more precise understanding of the relationship between PL and the OCB of Chinese youth soccer players. This study expands the literature on social cognitive theory and sheds light on the relationship between coach leadership and athlete OCB by providing extensive evidence.
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INTRODUCTION

In the past 30 years, paternalistic leadership (PL) has remained the main field of indigenous leadership research, and research efficiency has increased exponentially in the past 10 years (Pellegrini, 2019). The interest in PL research increased with the review of Pellegrini and Scandura’s (2008) theory (2008) (Pellegrini, 2019). Bedi (2020) recently conducted a meta-analysis on PL, and Jia et al. (2020) conducted a moderated mediation effect study on PL, indicating that the research on PL is in-depth and specific. PL can be defined as a managerial approach that is based on strong discipline and authority combined with fatherly benevolence and moral integrity (Farh and Cheng, 2000; Farh et al., 2014). This leadership style includes three dimensions: authoritative leadership (APL), benevolent leadership (BPL), and moral leadership (MPL) (Farh and Cheng, 2000). Authoritarianism refers to situations in which leaders have absolute authority and control over their subordinates and require their subordinates to obey their orders unconditionally (Farh and Cheng, 2000; Cheng et al., 2004). Benevolence implies that leaders not only focus on the personal well-being of their subordinates but also show concern for the welfare of subordinates’ families (Farh and Cheng, 2000; Cheng et al., 2004). Morality can be broadly described as a leader’s behavior characterized by outstanding personal virtues, self-discipline, and selflessness (Farh and Cheng, 2000; Cheng et al., 2004). Research on PL is often related to the behavioral variables of subordinates (Tang and Naumann, 2015).

The concept of organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) dates to the late 1980s (Organ, 2018). It was defined as spontaneous personal behavior beneficial to the effective operation of an organization undertaken without the direct or explicit approval of the organization’s formal reward system (Organ, 1988). Research on OCB has expanded rapidly, with OCB being applied to various disciplines and different organization types (MacKenzie et al., 2018). Aoyagi et al. (2008) introduced OCB into the sports psychology literature and tested its utility in sports. Research has shown that OCB plays a vital role in sports, improving the operating efficiency and overall performance of sports teams (Wagstaff et al., 2012; Martínez and Tindale, 2015). In sports, the more the team members are engaged in OCB, the more they are invested in the success and well-being of their team (Aoyagi et al., 2008). Furthermore, among adolescents, OCB was found to be conducive to good peer relationships in the group, positive emotional experiences, and personality development (Larson, 2000; He, 2016).

Leadership was found to be an important antecedent of OCB (Podsakoff et al., 2000) and is an essential construct in sports psychology literature. Therefore, Aoyagi et al. (2008) based their initial application of OCB to sports on existing sports psychology theories of leadership and OCB. Their findings indicated that leadership has a significant impact on athletes’ OCB. Most of the research on PL is based on the theory of social exchange (Tang and Naumann, 2015). Due to the particularity of the youth group, we believe that the PL research into this group could benefit from the application of social cognitive theory, similar to the leadership research on youth athletes (Smith and Smoll, 2007).

Social cognitive theory focuses on the interaction between situational and personal factors; that is, individual causes, the environment, and behaviors influence each other in a network of mutual causality (Bandura, 1986). The social cognitive leadership behavior theory model assumes the relationship between situation, cognition, behavior, individual differences, and personality variables (Bandura, 1986). Supportive research on leadership behavior in sports is embodied in a social environment that allows the use of observation techniques to measure public behavior, and an environment that is known to affect the personal and social development of participants (Smith and Smoll, 2007). Research on leadership behavior in the field of sports supports that the sports environment stimulates the psychological participation of coaches and athletes (Smith and Smoll, 2007), improving the possibility of identifying the relationship between leadership behavior and athlete response.

Based on social cognitive theory, Smith and Smoll (2007) believed that leadership is a mediation model because it involves the relationship between sports conditions, coaching behavior and respective athletes’ memory, and athletes’ evaluation and response to coaches (Smoll and Smith, 1984, 1989). The most basic three-element model of coaching influence is as follows: coaching behavior → the athlete’s perception and recall → the athlete’s evaluation response (Smith and Smoll, 2007). This model shows that the coach’s actual behavior has no direct influence on the athlete’s evaluating response (e.g., attitude toward the coach) (Smith and Smoll, 2007). This mediation model requires us to measure the target variables on three different levels: (1) the actual behavior of the coach, (2) how the youth perceive and recall these behaviors, and (3) the youth’s attitude response to the coach (Smith and Smoll, 2007). Using the above theoretical framework, this research explores the relationship among PL, trust in coaches, and youth athletes’ OCB.

From the perspective of social cognition, what is particularly important is the role of situational and individual difference factors in coaching behavior and the reaction of youth athletes to these leadership behaviors (Smith and Smoll, 2007). In complex social and interpersonal relationships, such as sports, individual differences play an important role (Smith and Smoll, 2007). Regarding the PL behavior exhibited by coaches, from the perspective of the cultural roots of the three dimensions of PL theory, the three dimensions are based on traditional Chinese values and concepts, but the cultural power behind these three elements is different, which leads to differences in subordinates’ reactions (Farh and Cheng, 2000). This also explains Tang’s research conclusion from the perspective of social cognition: APL was negatively associated with OCB, while BPL and MPL were positively associated with OCB (Tang and Naumann, 2015). Based on the above analysis, we propose the following hypotheses:


Hypothesis 1: APL will be negatively associated with youth athletes’ OCB.

Hypothesis 2: BPL will be positively associated with youth athletes’ OCB.

Hypothesis 3: MPL will be positively associated with youth athletes’ OCB.



Research in the field of sports has examined the impact of coaches’ PL on athletes (Liou et al., 2007; Chang et al., 2019). Moreover, youth and adult athletes vary in terms of development (Smith and Smoll, 2007). Numerous studies indicate the differences in coaching required for athletes of different ages and competitive levels (Smith and Smoll, 2007; Côté and Gilbert, 2009). From the perspective of PL, when coaching youth and adult athletes, coaches must match their APL, BPL, and MPL behaviors to athletes’ needs to be considered competent age-appropriate coaches. Therefore, we believe that, in China, youth soccer coaches’ PL behaviors should be appropriate to the athletes’ ages. As far as we know, limited studies have focused on coaches’ PL behaviors with youth soccer players in terms of appropriateness regarding athletes’ ages. In this article, we explore the differences in responses to PL among Chinese youth soccer players of different ages. From a developmental point of view, in studies on the youth sports environment, athletes undergo an important period of social and personality development. Coaches not only occupy an important leadership position in the sports environment, but their influence can also be extended to other areas of athletes’ lives (Smith and Smoll, 2007). The way coaches perceive sports conditions, their views on goals, the attitudes and values they convey, and their overall behaviors will obviously affect the psychological development of teenagers (Smith and Smoll, 2007).

From the perspective of youth athletes, the leadership model of social cognitive theory concludes that individual differences in athletes will affect their perception of and responses to coaching behavior (Smith and Smoll, 2007). Studies have proven that there are differences in the perceptions and attitudes of athletes by age, and a factor analysis of coaching behavior identified differences in coaching instructions for athletes aged 8–9, 10–12, and 13–15 years (Smith and Smoll, 2007). Additionally, studies have shown that the older the teenagers are, the higher their need for positive coaching, including positive encouragement, from coaches (Smith and Smoll, 2007). The researchers also suggested that the relationship between age and coaching behavior is worthy of further study (Smith and Smoll, 2007). Moreover, youth Chinese soccer players are at the junior high school stage between the ages of 13 and 15 years, and at the senior high school stage between the ages of 16 and 18 years. With reference to the work of past scholars, we focused on the above two stages to conduct age-specific research. At the same time, in a study on PL and OCB, the scholars argued that the impact of MPL on OCB is different from the impact of BPL and APL on OCB (Farh and Cheng, 2000). Therefore, referring to the differences in subordinates’ responses to the three dimensions in PL and based on social cognitive theory and the above analysis, we propose the following hypotheses for the three dimensions in different age groups:


Hypothesis 1a: APL will be negatively associated with youth athletes’ OCB at ages 13–15.

Hypothesis 1b: APL will be negatively associated with youth athletes’ OCB at ages 16–18.

Hypothesis 1c: The correlation between APL and OCB in the 13–15 age group will be different from that in the 16–18 age group.

Hypothesis 2a: BPL will be positively associated with youth athletes’ OCB at ages 13–15.

Hypothesis 2b: BPL will be positively associated with youth athletes’ OCB at ages 16–18.

Hypothesis 2c: The correlation between BPL and OCB in the 13–15 age group will be different from that in the 16–18 age group.

Hypothesis 3a: MPL will be positively associated with youth athletes’ OCB at ages 13–15.

Hypothesis 3b: MPL will be positively associated with youth athletes’ OCB at ages 16–18.

Hypothesis 3c: The correlation between MPL and OCB in the 13–15 age group will be different from that in the 16–18 age group.

Hypothesis 4: The impact of MPL on OCB will be different from the impact of BPL and APL on OCB.



Trust is a critical issue in sports coaching (Kao et al., 2017) and is defined as the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the latter will perform a particular action important to the former, irrespective of their ability to monitor or control the other party (Mayer et al., 1995). Furthermore, trust is often conceptualized as a critical mediation mechanism between leaders and their followers (Dirks, 2000). In this context, Pellegrini and Scandura (2008) concluded that followers who exhibit high levels of trust in their leaders might result in the leaders being more willing to engage in paternalistic practices. Moreover, trust in leaders plays a critical explanatory role in linking PL with the subordinates’ performance (Kao, 2000; Chang and Chi, 2007). Kao et al. (2017) found that the coaches’ capability could improve the athletes’ trust in them. Their research also revealed that in the specific context of constant interaction between coaches and athletes, trust played a mediation role (Kao et al., 2017).

As mentioned above, the leadership model under the framework of social cognitive theory is itself a mediation model (Smith and Smoll, 2007). The mediation variables of this mediation model are the athletes’ feelings and memories, and other mental activities (Smith and Smoll, 2007). The athlete’s trust in the coach is regarded as the athlete’s psychological perception, and it is understandable as a mediation variable in the leadership model under the framework of social cognitive theory. Thus, in this study, we assessed the effect of coaches’ PL on athletes’ OCB and examined the mediation role of trust in the coaches in this relationship. Hence, we propose the following hypotheses:


Hypothesis 5: Trust will mediate the relationship between coaches’ APL and youth athletes’ OCB.

Hypothesis 6: Trust will mediate the relationship between coaches’ BPL and youth athletes’ OCB.

Hypothesis 7: Trust will mediate the relationship between coaches’ MPL and youth athletes’ OCB.



The theoretical research model is presented in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1. Theoretical research model.




MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

This research was reviewed by the Ethics Committee of Beijing Jiaotong University (No. JG201905017) and supported and authorized by the Ethics Committee of Beijing Jiaotong University. With the consent of the guardians, we collected data from China’s 37 Chinese Super League youth teams, 21 Chinese A youth echelon teams, 14 campus soccer teams, and seven social youth soccer teams. The inclusion criterion for the total sample was being between the age of 13–18. The participating teams were widely representative. Approximately 2,055 electronic questionnaires were distributed among 79 youth soccer teams, and 758 were recovered, with a recovery rate of 36.93%. We eliminated six questionnaires of those younger than 13 years old, 11 questionnaires of those older than 19 years old, one questionnaire that did not identify the athlete’s training years, and one questionnaire that was completed in only 63 s and was thus unfinished. Of the remaining 739 valid questionnaires, the questionnaire effective rate was 97.49%, and the average age of the valid questionnaire respondents was 15.30 years old. Among the valid questionnaires, 666 were completed by males with an average age of 15.17 years, and 73 were completed by females with an average age of 16.48 years. Overall, 414 of the respondents were aged 13–15, with an average age of 14.15 years, of whom 403 were males and 11 were females; 325 were from the 16–18 age group, with an average age of 16.76 years, of whom 263 were males and 62 were females. The average length of training of those who effectively participated in the survey was 5.11 years. The data collection period was from July 5 to July 16, 2020, and the average time taken to complete the questionnaire was 481 s.



Measures

With the author’s consent, we applied the revised coaches’ PL scale (Chen and Kao, 2006), which includes 13 items, including five APL items (e.g., “the coach would ask me to follow his instructions completely in training”), four BPL items (e.g., “the coach’s concern for me would extend to my family or friends”), and four MPL items (e.g., “the coach’s athletic achievement is a model for my learning”). Confirmatory factor analysis results showed that the sample of this scale had acceptable fitness indicators (χ2 = 154.762, χ2/df = 3.158, CFI = 0.970, CFI = 0.982, TLI = 0.972, SRMR = 0.058, and RMSEA = 0.054). Scale reliability was tested by calculating internal consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha). The accepted reliabilities were 0.88 for APL, 0.84 for BPL, and 0.87 for MPL. Considering the age characteristics of youth athletes, the difficulty of the questionnaire had to be adjusted. Therefore, this study used a five-point Likert-type scale, with 1 indicating total disagreement and 5 indicating total agreement. The scale assessed youth athletes’ perceptions of PL.

This study used a Chinese translation (Dirks and Ferrin, 2000) of the scale of sports trust (Corrales, 2017), which included nine-items (e.g., “most team members trust and respect the coach;” “if I shared my problems with the coach, I know he would respond constructively and caringly;” “the coach approaches his job with professionalism and dedication;” “Given the coach’s past performance, I see no reason to doubt his competence”). This was a one-dimensional measure of the athletes’ trust in their coach. Confirmatory factor analysis results showed that the sample of this scale had acceptable fitness indicators (χ2 = 23.52, χ2/df = 1.96, GFI = 0.933, CFI = 0.988, TLI = 0.993, SRMR = 0.010, and RMSEA = 0.036). The Chinese version of this scale was consistent with the concept of the original scale and had a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.93. The items were rated using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“never”) to 5 (“always”).

We chose a revised version of the OCB scale (Podsakoff et al., 1997). This scale consisted of three subscales containing 13 items under the following dimensions: helping (seven items, e.g., “if teammates fall behind in training/make a mistake in the game, we will help each other”), civic virtue (three items, e.g., “in the best interest of the team, I will express my views even if opposed by my teammates and coaching team”), and sportsmanship (three items, e.g., “I always look down on the behavior of other teammates or coaching teams”). To maintain the consistency of the scale, we used a five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (“never”) to 5 (“always”). Confirmatory factor analysis results showed that the sample of this scale had acceptable fitness indicators (χ2 = 124.012, χ2/df = 2.584, GFI = 0.974, CFI = 0.987, TLI = 0.980, SRMR = 0.027, and RMSEA = 0.046). The Cronbach’s alpha values of the three subscales were 0.93, 0.70, and 0.62.



Procedure

The purpose and anonymous nature of the questionnaire were explained to the participants before the survey. Participants voluntarily participated in the survey and did not receive any payment in return for their participation. It was previously indicated that an appropriate study design to measure a mediation effect was to measure the cause before the mediator, and then, the outcome (Podsakoff et al., 2003). In this study, an electronic version of the questionnaire was used. The variables in the questionnaire were arranged in the order of independent, mediator, and dependent variables.

The researchers sent the electronic version of the questionnaire to the youth soccer players through the WeChat group on Friday. During the 2 days off on weekends, athletes could choose any time voluntarily to fill in the questionnaire. Participants used mobile phones or computers to complete the electronic questionnaire. Each person could only fill it out once, and it took about 5–10 min. On Sunday night, the researchers gave a final reminder of the impending deadline of the survey. Coaches and teachers did not intervene, force, or participate in the process of answering the questionnaire.



Data Analyses

We used SPSSAU and Excel NumXL plug-ins for data analyses. We used the Pearson correlation coefficient to indicate the strength of the relationship, independent variable (APL\BPL\MPL), mediation variable (trust), dependent variable, and control variables (athlete gender, athlete age, athlete training years, coach gender, coach marriage). Finally, we used the Bootstrap sampling inspection method to further verify the mediation effect.

In addition to using structural equations, we performed an analysis to ascertain the difference in coefficients between the two age groups. There are currently three common methods for testing differences in coefficients between groups. First being the “Chow test,” which is tested by introducing cross-multiplication terms. This method assumes that the coefficients of the control variables do not change with the group, and the applicable conditions are the most stringent. Second is the “Seems no correlation” model, “Inspection” allows for differences in the coefficients of the control variables with the sub-sample perturbation terms being related, and the applicable conditions being relatively loose. Finally, the “Fisher combined inspection” method, which is based on the idea of self-sampling, and simulates the overall characteristics through continuous sampling, with the widest application range (Lian and Liao, 2017). The Chow test is currently the most used method (Lian and Liao, 2017), and thus we used it for verification as well.

During the verification process, we also compared the standard regression coefficients. The unstandardized regression coefficient reflects the absolute effect of the change of the independent variable on the dependent variable, while the standardized regression coefficient reflects the relative effect of different independent variables on the dependent variable, which can demonstrate the importance of the influence of different independent variables on the dependent variable (Song, 2007).



RESULTS


Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for all study variables are reported in Table 1. The data indicated that, except for the lack of correlation between the sportsmanship dimensions of OCB and APL, there was a correlation among the independent, mediation, and dependent variables.


TABLE 1. Descriptive statistics of variables.
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Hypothesis Test

According to Wen and Ye (2014) and Fang et al. (2014), the mediation effect test procedure is based on the structural equation model. First, the total effect of coaches’ PL on athletes’ OCB was tested, and we found that the total effect model fitted well (Table 2).


TABLE 2. Summary of model goodness of fit index.
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When analyzing the influence of APL on OCB through structural equations (Table 3), this path did not show significance (z = −1.397, p = 0.162 > 0.05), indicating that APL has no influence on OCB. When analyzing the influence of BPL on OCB, the standardized path coefficient value was 0.255 > 0, and this path showed a significance level of 0.01 (z = 3.852, p = 0.000 < 0.01); this shows that BPL has a positive impact on OCB. Upon further analysis of the impact of MPL on OCB, the standardized path coefficient value was 0.477 > 0, and this path exhibited a significance level of 0.01 (z = 6.752, p = 0.000 < 0.01); this indicates that MPL has a positive effect on OCB. Therefore, Hypotheses 2 and 3 were verified, but Hypothesis 1 was not verified.


TABLE 3. Summary of model regression coefficients.
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Next, we verified by age group. First, in the 13–15-year-old age group (Table 3), the influence path of APL on OCB was not significant (z = −1.170, p = 0.242 > 0.05), indicating that APL does not have an influence on OCB. The influence path of OCB was also not significant (z = 0.688, p = 0.492 > 0.05), indicating that BPL has no influence on OCB. The analysis result of MPL’s influence on OCB showed that the standardized path coefficient value was 0.616 > 0, and this path showed a significance level of 0.01 (z = 6.340, p = 0.000 < 0.01), indicating that MPL has a positive influence on OCB. Therefore, Hypothesis 3a was supported, and Hypotheses 1a and 2a were not verified.

Second, in the 16–18-year-old age group (Table 3), the influence path of APL on OCB was not significant (z = −1.057, p = 0.291 > 0.05), indicating that APL has no influence on OCB. However, the standardized path coefficient value of the influence of BPL on OCB was 0.361 > 0, and this path exhibited significance at the level of 0.01 (z = 4.198, p = 0.000 < 0.01). This shows that BPL has a positive impact on OCB. The standardized path coefficient value of MPL’s influence on OCB was 0.431 > 0, and this path showed a significance level of 0.01 (z = 4.909, p = 0.000 < 0.01), which shows that MPL has a positive influence on OCB. Therefore, Hypotheses 2b and 3b were verified, but Hypothesis 1b was not verified.

The Chow test results of the inter-group difference analysis of the correlation between APL and OCB in the 13–15-year-old age group and the 16–18-year-old age group were (Table 4): Score = 21.667, C.V. = 3.854, and the p-value was significant at the 0.05 level. Similarly, the results of the analysis of the differences between BPL and MPL were (Table 4): Score = 12.087, Score = 7.15, C.V. = 3.854, C.V. = 3.854, and the p-values of both were significant at the 0.05 level. Hence, in the two age groups of 13–15 and 16–18, the three dimensions of PL, APL\BPL\MPL, had different effects on OCB according to age. This assumes that Hypotheses 1c, 2c, and 3c were all verified.


TABLE 4. Chow test results.

[image: Table 4]
We then conducted a more in-depth analysis and performed the Chow test of differences between groups according to the influence of APL\BPL\MPL on OCB in the 13–15-year-old age group. The results of the inter-group differences in the correlation between APL and OCB and the correlation between BPL and OCB were (Table 4): Score = 29.271, C.V. = 3.853, and the p-value were significant at the 0.05 level. The results of the differences in the correlation between APL and OCB and the correlation between MPL and OCB were (Table 4): Score = 75.999, C.V. = 3.853, and the p-value were significant at the 0.05 level. The results of the differences in the correlation between BPL and OCB and the correlation between MPL and OCB were (Table 4): Score = 17.170, C.V. = 3.853, and the p-value were significant at the 0.05 level. Therefore, in the 13–15-year-old age group, the impact of APL\BPL\MPL on OCB was different.

Similarly, in the 16–18-year-old age group, according to the influence of APL\BPL\MPL on OCB, the Chow test of differences between groups was performed. The results of the inter-group differences between the correlation between APL and OCB and the correlation between BPL and OCB were (Table 4): Score = 30.697, C.V. = 3.856, and the p-value were significant at the 0.05 level. The results of the difference between the correlation between APL and OCB and the correlation between MPL and OCB were (Table 4): Score = 52.068, C.V. = 3.853, and the p-value were significant at the 0.05 level. The results of the difference between the correlation between BPL and OCB and the correlation between MPL and OCB were (Table 4): Score = 12.059, C.V. = 3.853, and the p-value were significant at the 0.05 level. In the same way, in the 16–18-year-old age group, the effects of APL\BPL\MPL on OCB were also different.

In the data analysis results of the 13–15-year-old age group (Table 3), the standardized regression coefficient of the impact of MPL on OCB was 0.616>, the standardized regression coefficient of BPL’s impact on OCB was 0.063>, the standardized regression coefficient of APL’s impact on OCB was −0.056 (that is, 0.616 > 0.063 > −0.056). Similarly, in the data analysis results of the 16–18-year-old age group, the standardized regression coefficient of the effect of MPL on OCB was 0.431>, the standardized regression coefficient of BPL’s effect on OCB was 0.361>, the standardized regression coefficient of APL’s effect on OCB was −0.055 (that is, 0.431 > 0.361 > −0.055). So far, Hypothesis 4 has been verified.

After verifying the total effect, we added a mediation variable (trust) to the structural equation model, and all fitting indexes of the model reached an acceptable level (Table 2). The results were as follows (Table 5): when analyzing the influence of APL on Trust, the standardized path coefficient value was −0.080 < 0, and this path was significant at the 0.01 level (z = −2.916, p = 0.004 < 0.01). This shows that APL has a negative influence on Trust. However, the influence path of BPL on Trust was not significant (z = −0.584, p = 0.559 > 0.05). This shows that BPL has no influence on Trust. Furthermore, when analyzing the influence of MPL on Trust, the standardized path coefficient value was 0.909 > 0, and this path was significant at the 0.01 level (z = 10.710, p = 0.000 < 0.01), which shows that MPL has a positive effect on Trust. Finally, upon analyzing the influence of Trust on OCB, the results showed that the standardized path coefficient value was 0.831 > 0, and this path was significant at the 0.01 significance level (z = 20.395, p = 0.000 < 0.01). This shows that Trust has a positive influence on OCB.


TABLE 5. Mediation model path coefficient.
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Subsequently, the Bootstrap method results (10,000 times) showed the following (Table 6): for the test of the mediation effect of Trust when APL affects OCB, the 95% confidence interval did not include the number 0 (95% CI: 0.017∼0.141). Therefore, when APL affects OCB, Trust has a mediation role. In other words, APL first affects Trust, and then through Trust it affects OCB. Similarly, when BPL affects OCB, the mediation effect of Trust was tested. The 95% confidence interval did not include the number 0 (95% CI: 0.214∼0.359), which also shows that Trust has a mediation effect when BPL affects OCB. Similarly, BPL first affects Trust, and then through Trust it affects OCB. Again, the same method was used to test the mediation effect of Trust on the impact of MPL on OCB, and the 95% confidence interval did not include the number 0 (95% CI: 0.386∼0.580). This shows that Trust has a mediation effect when MPL affects OCB. In other words, MPL, like BPL and APL, first affects Trust, and then it affects OCB through Trust. So far, Hypotheses 5, 6, and 7 have all been verified.


TABLE 6. Bootstrap sampling verification confidence interval.
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DISCUSSION


Theoretical Implications

Our research examined the relationship between coaches’ PL and athletes’ OCB, and athletes’ trust in coaches in China. We also verified the mediation effect of trust on the relationship between coaches’ PL and the youth soccer players’ OCB. We assumed that the three dimensions of the coaches’ PL have different relationships with OCB, and the differences were due to differences in athletes’ age. We also assumed the mediation effect of trust. Most of the hypotheses were verified.

The conclusion about the relationship between APL, BPL, MPL, and athlete’s OCB is consistent with the findings of previous studies (Tang and Naumann, 2015). For example, Tang and Naumann (2015) concluded that APL has no correlation with OCB, and both BPL and MPL have a positive correlation with OCB. Our empirical evidence is also similar to part of the results of Cheng et al.’s (2004) study on PL and subordinate responses. This shows that there is a certain degree of consistency between the youth group and the adult group (Smith and Smoll, 2007). Next, the conclusion that the correlation between APL, BPL, MPL, and athletes’ OCB differs between groups according to age also conforms to the theoretical background of the triadic reciprocity of the social cognitive theory. In a relevant discussion about the theory, Bandura (1986) proposed the following: “… Many factors are often needed to create a given effect. Because of the multiplicity of interacting influences, the same factor can be a part of different blends of conditions that have different effects. Particular factors are, therefore, associated with effects probabilistically rather than inevitably.” According to this theoretical expression, we can infer that changes in age and coaches’ leadership are factors that change the outcome variable of OCB.

This theory can also explain the inter-group differences in the correlation between APL, BPL, MPL, and athlete’s OCB in the 13–15 age group; that is, APL and BPL are not related to OCB, and MPL is related to OCB. At this age, BPL does not show a correlation with OCB. Based on practical observation experience and the psychological characteristics of adolescents at this age (Smith and Smoll, 2007), we infer that the reason may be that the family and friends of adolescents at this age do not talk to them if they encounter difficulties. There is a lot of communication instead between the coach and players, and the distinguishing feature of BPL is that the coach’s concern for subordinates extends to the family and friends of the subordinates (Farh and Cheng, 2000; Farh et al., 2014), so when the correlation reflects the relationship between BPL and OCB, it will be irrelevant. Another reason may be that teenagers at this age have limited cognitive abilities (He, 2016) and may not be able to fully understand the coach’s BPL behavior. In the same way, social cognitive theory also explains that APL is not related to OCB, but BPL, MPL, and OCB are related in the 16–18 age group.

In the above explanation, the change in the relationship between BPL and OCB in the two age groups of 13–15 and 16–18 from irrelevant to positive, indicates that the relationship between OCB and BPL has become closer than other relationships. This also shows that for youth athletes, similar leadership styles of coaches will have different OCB performances as athletes’ cognitive levels improve. This may be the growth process of youth soccer players. Smith and Smoll (2007) pointed out that as they grow older, youth athletes react differently to coach leadership behavior (Smith and Smoll, 2007). However, they did not conduct an empirical test in their research (Smith and Smoll, 2007), which has been done in our study, the results of which substantiate their point.

In our research, we also found that there are indeed differences in the relationship between APL, BPL, MPL, and OCB in the 13–15 and 16–18 age groups. Moreover, our research found that the impact of MPL on OCB is greater than the impact of APL and BPL on OCB. This conclusion is different from that of Cheng et al. (2004) on adults. In Cheng et al.’s (2004) study, BPL has the greatest impact on the gratitude of subordinates and the repayment of leaders (Cheng et al., 2004). For the compliance of subordinates, it is MPL that has the greatest impact, not the expected APL (Cheng et al., 2004). Cheng et al. (2004) stated that a leadership style that meets the requirements of the times is more effective than a leadership style that does not have an era. We can also state that in youth sports teams, age-compliant leadership is more effective. Our study provides verification of the research conclusions of Cheng et al. (2004), making PL research more in-depth. Our conclusion can also be explained by social cognitive theory and shows that for youth athletes, MPL has a greater impact on OCB. In other words, if we want youth athletes to show more OCB, then the MPL of coaches must be more effective. This result is similar to the conclusion of Bedi’s (2020) recent meta-analysis research.

Additionally, we have verified the mediation role of trust in this study. It is important to note that although there was no correlation between APL and OCB in the overall study of 13–18-year-olds (the correlation was not significant), trust still plays a mediation role. This more fully illustrates the importance of trust (Chen and Kao, 2006) in the relationship between APL, BPL, MPL, and OCB, as trust in other leadership styles (Chang and Chi, 2007). Moreover, this study provides empirical evidence that trust in coaches has a mediation effect on the relationship between APL, BPL, and athletes’ OCB. This extends the findings of Behery et al. (2018) and Xu et al. (2016), who previously studied the mediation effect of trust in leader and justice perceptions, leadership and OCB, and PL and deviant behaviors, respectively, to identify the mediation role of trust.

Based on the above discussion, this study expands the literature on social cognitive theory and sheds light on the relationship between coach leadership and athlete OCB by providing extensive evidence (Aoyagi et al., 2008; Tang and Naumann, 2015).



Practical Implications

Our research conclusions are of great significance to the study of Chinese youth soccer as in-depth research can provide a deeper and more precise understanding of the relationship between PL and the OCB of Chinese youth soccer players. This research has revealed that as youth people grow up, the same leadership style of different coaches will have different manifestations. This also explains two real-life phenomena: (1) Some coaches are only good at training youth athletes of a certain age; (2) Different coaches of the same youth team bring out different behaviors and sports performances. Thus, in addition to professional factors, we should consider the leadership tendencies of coaches. Should more consideration be given to MPL? Perhaps, the best choice would be to equip teams with fixed coaches according to the ages of athletes so that coaches can exert their maximum efforts in training athletes of that age. At present, the training of youth soccer players in China is still in the learning stage. Thus, more research is still warranted on the management and use of coaches.



Limitations and Directions for Future Research

There are limitations to this study. First, we used cross-sectional data, which are all self-reported by youth athletes, and no corresponding coaching evaluation scale has been used. We have, however, maximized the sample size to reduce the impact of common method bias. Nevertheless, we can collect data from multiple perspectives in the future. Secondly, OCB has three dimensions. When verifying, we refer to the study of Tang and Naumann (2015) to conduct an overall analysis of the three dimensions of OCB. Although this does not affect our understanding of the impact of PL on OCB, future OCB research can be refined to the specific dimensions of OCB and perform more precise and detailed analysis and demonstrations.
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