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Abstract

Sport psychology research has increasingly highlighted the importance of athlete
motivation and commitment, particularly within the framework of Self-Determination
Theory (SDT). This narrative review explores the role of psychological needs
satisfaction (autonomy, competence, and relatedness) in fostering athletes' self-
determined motivation and sport engagement. The coach-athlete relationship plays a
pivotal role in creating a motivational climate that supports the satisfaction of these
needs. Specifically, autonomy-supportive coaching behaviors, democratic leadership,
and task-oriented (mastery) motivational climate have been linked to higher levels of
athlete engagement and intrinsic motivation. This review highlights the necessity of
implementing coaching strategies that prioritize psychological need fulfillment to
enhance athletes’ motivation and, in turn, sustained commitment to sport.
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Resumo

A pesquisa em psicologia do esporte tem destacado cada vez mais a importancia da
motivacao e do comprometimento dos atletas, particularmente no contexto da Teoria
da Autodeterminagao (TSD). Esta revisao narrativa explora o papel da satisfagao das
necessidades psicoldgicas (autonomia, competéncia e relacionamento) no fomento da
motivacdo autodeterminada e do engajamento esportivo dos atletas. O
relacionamento treinador-atleta desempenha um papel fundamental na criacdo de um
clima motivacional que apoia a satisfacao dessas necessidades. Especificamente,
comportamentos de treinamento que apoiam a autonomia, lideranga democratica e
clima motivacional orientado para a tarefa (dominio) tém sido associados a niveis mais
elevados de engajamento e motivagéo intrinseca dos atletas. Esta revisdo destaca a
necessidade de implementar estratégias de treinamento que priorizem o atendimento
das necessidades psicologicas para aumentar a motivagao dos atletas e, por sua vez,
o comprometimento sustentado com o esporte.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, sports psychology has emerged, and scientific literature has
become more interested by sports and physical activities. Athletes have received an
important consideration from society due to the increase in popularity of the sport
(Mohamadi Turkmani et al., 2022). The coach-athlete relationship has become, by the
same token, one of the most studied components in sports psychology. This
relationship is established when an athlete partners with a coach who will allow him to
have a better chance of success in his sport (Jowett, 2009).

The quality of the coach-athlete relationship is essential and represents a
priority in order to enable athletes to achieve their sporting goals (Mageau; Vallerand,
2003). This is indeed a determining factor in the athletes' environment (McGee;
DeFreese, 2019) since this relationship plays an important role both in the physical
development of the athlete and at the psychosocial level (e.g. positive communication,
satisfaction and motivation of athletes) (Gullu, 2019).

The quality of the coach-athlete relationship would also play a role in the
satisfaction of the psychological needs of athletes (Jowett et al., 2017), therefore, this
is essential to generate a high level of self-determination and to ensure that the athletes
continue in their sport (Moss, 2020). Coaches have many roles to play for athletes.
This narrative review therefore aims to explore the role of coaches in satisfying the
psychological needs of their athletes to promote their sport commitment. This narrative

review will allow us to meet or not this objective.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Self-Determination Theory and athlete engagement

According to Self-Determination Theory (SDT), human beings are born to be
active, self-motivated and to develop through integrative processes (Deci; Ryan, 2012,
p.417). The SDT also presents motivation types along a continuum anchored by non-
self-determined to self-determined behaviors (Deci; Ryan, 2000). This theory is divided
into different types of motivation such as amotivation, controlled motivation and
autonomous motivation (Gillet; Vallerand, 2016). Amotivation refers to the person's

inability to associate their behaviors with their consequences (Gillet; Vallerand, 2016).
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Amotivation also refers to the lack of intentionality and goals in performing the
activity, which could lead to feelings of incompetence (Vallerand et al., 2007).
Controlled motivation implies that the individual feels some form of pressure to do his
or her choices (Gillet; Vallerand, 2016). It mainly refers to a low level of autonomy
(Hagger; Chatzisarantis, 2007), which normally leads to non-self-determined
behaviors (Deci; Ryan, 2000). Finally, autonomous motivation represents a higher
level of internalization, which normally leads to more self-determined behaviors (Deci;
Ryan, 2000).

Autonomous motivation is, for its part, favored by the satisfaction of three
fundamental psychological needs (Deci; Ryan, 1985; Ryan; Deci, 2000a, 2002). Self-
determination theory has a fundamental principle according to which individuals
practicing an activity by choice, therefore those with a high level of autonomy
(autonomous motivation), generally obtain better consequences than those with a

lower level of autonomy (controlled motivation) (Treasure et al., 2007, p. 156).

2.2 Psychological needs

Self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci; Ryan, 1985, 2000) provides an essential
framework for understanding the factors that promote athletes’ sport commitment by
emphasizing the satisfaction of three psychological needs: autonomy, competence,
and relatedness. The need of autonomy corresponds to feeling in control of one’s
decisions and behaviors. In other words, the athlete must feel that they have free
choice (Deci; Ryan, 1985; Ryan; Deci, 2000a, 2002) in all aspects related to their
training as well as their sport performance (Treasure et al., 2007, p. 165). The need of
competence refers to feeling effective in one’s behaviors (Deci; Ryan, 1985; Ryan;
Deci, 2000a).

For the athlete, competence refers to having the opportunity and being able to
feel effective in their sport (Ryan; Deci, 2002). Finally, the need of relatedness
represents feeling connected to others (Deci; Ryan, 1985; Ryan; Deci, 2000a),
respected by others (Deci; Ryan, 2000; Ryan; Deci, 2000a) and maintaining
meaningful relationships (Ryan; Deci, 2002). In sport, the need of relatedness also
refers mutual aid between teammates, coaches, etc. (Ryan; Deci, 2002). Satisfaction

of psychological needs is essential in athletes' sport commitment.
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2.3 Athlete sport’s commitment

An athlete’s sport commitment is defined as a psychological state that allows
athletes to continue to progress in their sport over time (Scanlan et al., 1993) and that
positive emotions are linked to it (Hodge et al., 2009). Researchers have identified two
types of sport commitment in athletes: enthusiastic commitment and constrained
commitment (Scanlan et al., 2016).

Enthusiastic commitment refers to athletes having the desire and determination
to continue to progress in their sport, while constrained commitment refers to athletes
perceiving an obligation to continue to progress in their sport. In short, athletes can
therefore continue to progress in their sport because they want to do so or because
they have to do so (Scanlan et al., 2016).

Athletes are also committed to a very specific goal (e.g., the sport organization,
teammates, coaches, etc.) (O’Neil; Hodge, 2020). Sport engagement represents one
of the central concepts in sport psychology, influencing in particular the performance,
perseverance as well as the well-being of athletes (Scanlan et al., 2016) and the

satisfaction of psychological needs plays a key role in this process (Hodge et al., 2009).

2.4 From motivation to commitment: the role of psychological needs

Autonomous motivation, as described above, is essential to understanding the
process of athlete engagement. Indeed, athletes choose to engage in sporting
activities that meet their three psychological needs and, once their needs are satisfied,
they engage in a more self-determined way (Amorose, 2007, p. 211). Motivated
behaviors will therefore allow the satisfaction of these psychological needs, which is a
necessity for athletes’ self-determination (Ryan; Deci, 2000b). With autonomous
motivation that meets their basic needs, athletes choose to continue practicing their
sport in a consistent, enjoyable (Moss, 2020) and deliberate way (Deci; Ryan, 1985;
Ryan; Deci, 2002).

Satisfaction of psychological needs represents a positive stimulating experience
(Hodge et al., 2009), thus leading to stronger motivated motivation and engagement,
while their frustration can lead to disengagement (e.g., burnout) and psychological

exhaustion in athletes (Bartholomew et al., 2011). Hodge and colleagues (2009)
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concluded that satisfaction of psychological needs in athletes was positively related to
their sport engagement.

A second study concluded that, among the three basic needs, satisfaction of
competence and autonomy needs would be a good predictor of athletes’ sport
engagement (McGee; DeFreese, 2019). An interesting finding is that competence
need satisfaction was directly and indirectly linked to effects on behavioral engagement
(Edmunds et al., 2007, p. 39).

2.5 Coaches’ role in psychological needs satisfaction to promote athlete

engagement

Coaches play a major role in satisfying the psychological needs and,
consequently, in the sport commitment of athletes. Indeed, the satisfaction of athletes’
psychological needs seems to be, in part, orchestrated, directly or indirectly, by
coaches (Amorose, 2007, p. 211) or through their behaviors (Mageau; Vallerand,
2003).

Coaches can contribute in different ways to their athletes’ sport commitment;
however, it is essential to establish a training climate that meets psychological needs
(Treasure et al., 2007, p. 164). For example, maintaining a quality coach-athlete
relationship allows to develop autonomy support from coaches as well as an engaging
motivational climate (Jowett, 2009; Mageau; Vallerand, 2003). The coach’s leadership

style can also play a role in the level of athlete commitment.

2.6 Coaches’ leadership

The leadership style of a coach is important for athletes (Gullu et al., 2020), and
it must be considered that the coach’s behaviors vary depending on each athlete in
front of him (Mageau; Vallerand, 2003). The coach must maintain a structure by
demonstrating an adapted leadership style (Edmunds et al., 2007, p. 46) and satisfying
the athlete’s psychological needs. Consequently, democratic leadership represents
including the athlete in decision-making, giving him choices, and listening to and
considering his suggestions (Hollembeak; Amorose, 2005).

These same authors concluded that the democratic leadership style was

positively linked to the satisfaction of the need of autonomy, which is, in turn, positively
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linked to intrinsic motivation (autonomous motivation) (Hollembeak; Amorose, 2005)
and, moreover, to the athletes’ sport commitment. Indeed, studies have concluded that
athletes who perceived their coach as democratic had a higher level of intrinsic
motivation (autonomous motivation) and better satisfaction of their need of autonomy
(Amorose, 2007, p. 216; Amorose; Horn, 2000). The coach adopting a democratic style

also promotes autonomy support of his athletes (Hollembeak; Amorose, 2005).

2.7 Autonomy support

Autonomy support refers to the fact that a person of authority (e.g., coach)
creates a climate of support, attention, and understanding (Deci; Ryan, 1985). There
are different ways to support the autonomy of athletes, for example, a coach can offer
choices, be supportive, encourage quality, consider feelings and opinions, etc.
(Edmunds et al., 2007, p. 46; Mageau; Vallerand, 2003), without using pressure or
attempts to control the other (Deci; Ryan, 1985).

Autonomy support from coaches promotes, in athletes, their commitment and
well-being by stimulating the satisfaction of psychological needs (Reeve, 2015) as well
as their autonomous motivation (Edmunds et al., 2007, p. 49). Lemelin and colleagues’
(2022) study indicates that autonomy support has many benefits for athletes
participating in different sports and at different levels.

In fact, one study concluded that perceived autonomy support from coaches
positively predicted satisfaction of psychological needs in athletes (Edmunds et al.,
2007, p. 37). A second study concluded that perceived autonomy support from
coaches positively predicted satisfaction of three psychological needs in athletes,
which in turn positively predicted athletes’ sport engagement (Curran et al., 2014).
O’Neil and Hodge (2020) concluded that there was a strong positive association
between autonomy support and enthusiastic engagement, so athletes continue

because they want to.
2.8 Motivational climate
The coach plays a fundamental role in the formation of a motivational climate

among his athletes (Hein; J6esaar, 2015). Indeed, the quality of the coach-athlete

relationship is positively associated with the motivational climate established by the
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coach (Olympiou et al., 2008). The motivational climate is multidimensional (Duda,
2013) and corresponds to the characteristics of an environment that construct a
sequence of objectives task- or ego-oriented (Ames; Archer, 1988).

The motivational climate focused on task-oriented (mastery) represents the
efforts as well as the experience of improvement while that focused on ego-oriented
takes precedence in superiority and the demonstration of skills (Duda; Appleton, 2016).
Although there are two styles of motivational climate, the results of a study concluded
that the coach had a dominant profile, but this does not imply the absence of the
second profile (Ortiz Marholz et al., 2016).

The motivational climate can be more or less empowering or disempowering
depending on the characteristics put forward more by the coach (Duda, 2013). In order
to obtain an empowering motivational climate, coaches must build a sequence of task-
oriented objectives and support the autonomy of their athletes (Duda, 2013), their
dominant profile must therefore be one focused on mastery (Ortiz Marholz et al., 2016).

Amorose (2007, p. 218) concluded that a task-oriented (mastery) motivational
climate positively predicted the satisfaction of the three psychological needs
(autonomy, competence and belonging), which was positively associated with the level
of self-determination of athletes. Several studies also conclude that a task-oriented
(mastery) motivational climate favored athletes' sporting commitment (Leo et al., 2009;
Lukwu; Lujan, 2011; Sanchez-Oliva et al., 2012).

3 CONCLUSION

This narrative review highlights the importance of the coach-athlete relationship
in the development and maintenance of athletes’ sport commitment. More specifically,
this narrative review concludes that the coach plays a determining role in satisfying
athletes’ fundamental psychological needs by establishing an optimal motivational
climate, supporting their autonomy and maintaining an appropriate leadership style.
These favorable conditions contribute directly to sport commitment, making the
positive relationship between the coach and the athlete a key factor in maintaining
sporting practice.

The theoretical and empirical work reviewed confirms that the satisfaction of
fundamental psychological needs is strongly associated with sport commitment (Deci;

Ryan, 2000; Vallerand, 2007). However, despite these advances, some gaps persist
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in the literature, including a lack of longitudinal studies to assess the evolution of these
mechanisms over time. A better understanding of these processes could provide
valuable insights for interventions aimed at optimizing coach-athlete relationships and
maximizing athlete commitment.

In summary, this narrative review highlights that sport engagement is not solely
the result of individual factors but is largely influenced by the quality of the social and
motivational environment established by the coach. Thus, future research should
explore these dynamics further and examine in more detail the strategies that foster a

coach-athlete relationship conducive to long-term motivation and engagement.
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