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Introduction:

Adolescence is a pivotal stage in an athlete's development, marked by profound physical, cognitive, and
psychosocial transitions. The quality of the sport experience during these formative years profoundly influences
long-term participation, psychological adjustment, and overall well-being. Central to shaping this experience is
the Motivational Climate (MC) the situational goal structure of the team environment, primarily established by
significant social agents such as coaches, parents, and peers. This climate fundamentally dictates how success is
defined, effort is valued, and ability is perceived within the athletic context. Research drawing
from Achievement Goal Theory (AGT) consistently demonstrates that the MC is a potent predictor of adaptive
and maladaptive athlete outcomes. Adaptive outcomes include high athlete engagement, intrinsic motivation,
and self-esteem, while maladaptive outcomes involve stress, amotivation, and burnout.

While the what the link between climate type and outcome is well-established, this paper addresses the how: the
precise psychological pathway through which the environment translates into sustained, high-quality
involvement. This analysis utilizes Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which posits that the satisfaction of
innate Basic Psychological Needs (BPN) Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness is the essential nutrient for
psychological growth and intrinsic motivation.

Purpose and Scope: The primary objective of this paper is to systematically synthesize the empirical evidence
supporting the integrated AGT-SDT model, arguing that BPN satisfaction acts as the critical mediating
mechanism in the relationship between the motivational climate (task- or ego-involving) and positive athlete
outcomes, specifically high Athlete Engagement (AE) and reduced maladaptive states like burnout. The focus is
placed on the adolescent population, where the influence of social agents on identity and motivation is at its
peak.

Copyright © 2025 The Author(s): This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License (CC BY-NC 4.0) which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium for non-commercial Use Provided the Original
Author and Source Are Credited.

Conceptual Framework: Integrating AGT and SDT

A robust understanding of motivation in sport requires an integration of Achievement Goal Theory (AGT) and
Self-Determination Theory (SDT). While AGT explains what motivates behavior (goals), SDT explains
the quality and sustained nature of that motivation (needs satisfaction).
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1. Achievement Goal Theory: Defining the Environment

AGT, established by Nicholls (1984), identifies two contrasting ways individuals define success and,

critically, two ways the environment (the MC) structures those definitions:

1. Task-Involving (Mastery) Climate: Success is self-referenced, emphasizing personal improvement,
effort, learning, and skill mastery. This climate fosters the perception that ability is malleable and success
is controllable.

2. Ego-Involving (Performance) Climate: Success is norm-referenced, defined by outperforming others,
social comparison, and demonstrating superior ability. This climate promotes the belief that ability is fixed
and competitive outcomes are the primary measure of worth.

The coach-created climate is typically assessed using instruments like the Perceived Motivational Climate in

Sport Questionnaire (PMCSQ-2). This instrument reliably measures the athlete’s perception of these two

stable dimensions (task and ego climates).

2. Self-Determination Theory: The Basic Psychological Needs

SDT proposes that motivation quality is determined by the extent to which the social environment supports

the satisfaction of three universal, innate needs :

o Autonomy: Feeling a sense of choice and willingness, rather than feeling compelled or controlled in one’s
actions.

o Competence: Experiencing mastery and feeling effective in interacting with the environment.

o Relatedness: Feeling connected, belonging, and accepted by significant others within the group.

When these needs are satisfied, the athlete is driven by self-determined motivation (i.e., intrinsic motivation),

which is associated with optimal psychological functioning and well-being.

3. The Integrated Mediating Hypothesis
The core mediating hypothesis dictates that the motivational climate shapes athlete outcomes through the
fulfillment or thwarting of BPNs. A positive, task-involving MC provides the necessary context for BPN
satisfaction, which, in turn, generates intrinsic motivation and sustained engagement. Conversely, an ego-
involving MC thwarts these needs, leading to maladaptive outcomes. The functional overlap between AGT
and SDT is clear: coaching behaviors that promote a task climate are inherently autonomy-supportive;
behaviors that characterize an ego climate (e.g., punishing mistakes) are controlling and need-thwarting.
The Mediating Pathway: Climate to Needs Satisfaction
The empirical evidence strongly confirms that the type of motivational climate is a critical determinant of BPN
satisfaction in the sport domain.
1. The Task Climate as a Need-Supportive Environment

Perceptions of a Task-Involving Climate are universally linked to high BPN satisfaction. This environment

succeeds in supporting BPNs by structurally defining success in a way that maximizes opportunities to feel

effective, volitional, and connected:
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o Competence: When success is defined by personal progress and sustained effort, every athlete has a
pathway to feel competent, regardless of normative ability.

o Autonomy: Task-involving environments often encourage athletes to be part of the decision-making
process and allow for individual pacing of learning, reinforcing the sense of choice and ownership.

o Relatedness: By underlining that everyone on the team plays an important role and encouraging
cooperation, the task climate fosters a strong sense of belonging and relatedness support.

Indeed, longitudinal research involving girl handballers demonstrated that perceived competence,
autonomy, and relatedness were all positively predicted by a task-involving climate, even after controlling
for the previous season’s levels of these variables. This confirms the direct, powerful influence of the task
climate on BPN satisfaction over time. Furthermore, systematic reviews confirm that task climate
perceptions are positively related to satisfaction of all three psychological needs.

2. The Ego Climate as a Need-Thwarting Environment

In stark contrast, the Ego-Involving Climate is functionally need-thwarting. It promotes a psychological

environment defined by threat and external pressure:

o Competence Thwarting: Basing self-worth and success on outperforming others creates an unstable
foundation for competence. Failure (which is inevitable) directly threatens the athlete’s sense of ability,
especially if they are unsure of their skills.

e Autonomy Thwarting: The pressure to win and conform to comparison standards is inherently
controlling, undermining the athlete's sense of self-endorsed behavior (Autonomy).

o Relatedness Thwarting: The emphasis on social comparison and competitive outcomes often fosters
intra-team conflict and reduces team satisfaction, actively hindering the sense of belonging
(Relatedness).

Empirical findings confirm that a perceived ego-involving climate is negatively related to the satisfaction
of the three basic psychological needs. This systematic erosion of BPN satisfaction explains why the ego
climate is associated with negative affect and tension.

BPN Satisfaction: The Link to Athlete Outcomes

Need satisfaction serves as the proximal precursor to high-quality motivation, directly predicting the adaptive

outcomes of Athlete Engagement and psychological well-being.

1. The Pathway to High Athlete Engagement

Athlete Engagement (AE) is defined as an enduring, positive cognitive and emotional experience in sport,

characterized by four distinct dimensions : Confidence, Dedication, Vigor, and Enthusiasm. The strong self-

determined motivation (intrinsic motivation) that arises from BPN satisfaction is the fuel for this high-quality
involvement.

o fidence (Cognitive): A mastery climate, by focusing on personal effort and improvement, increases
perceived competence and self-efficacy. This sense of mastery (Competence satisfaction) translates

directly into the belief in one’s capacity to achieve desired goals, the definition of Confidence.
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o Vigor and Enthusiasm (Affective): Vigor characterizes a sense of positive physical and mental energy,
and Enthusiasm denotes high levels of enjoyment. The feeling of Autonomy and Relatedness support,
coupled with competence, generates positive affective states and enjoyment. Indeed, research has shown
a partial mediation role of self-determined motivation (specifically intrinsic motivation) in the relationship
between a task-involving climate and enjoyment.

o Dedication (Behavioral): Dedication is the desire to invest sustained time and effort toward important
goals. When the experience is intrinsically rewarding due to satisfied BPNSs, the athlete is inherently
motivated to persist and adhere to the sport over the long term, reinforcing dedication.

In summary, the task climate provides the environmental support, BPN satisfaction enables intrinsic
motivation, and intrinsic motivation manifests as the holistic, positive experience defined by high Athlete
Engagement.

2. Protection Against Maladaptive States (Burnout)

One of the most critical athlete outcomes is the prevention of burnout, which is characterized by emotional

exhaustion, reduced sense of accomplishment, and sport devaluation. The task climate, through the BPN

pathway, provides a powerful protective buffer:

e Task Climate and Resilience: A perceived mastery motivational climate stimulates an athlete’s desire
for challenges and increases intrinsic interest and motivation, consequently protecting them from
burnout.

e Ego Climate and Risk: Conversely, longitudinal research has demonstrated a positive association
between coach-created ego climates and increased burnout risk. This is because the ego climate
chronically thwarts BPNs, leading to negative affect, tension, and amaotivation.

Furthermore, sport motivation (a product of BPN satisfaction) has been shown to be a significant direct

predictor of reduced athlete burnout, with factors like life satisfaction and mental toughness playing a partial

mediating role between motivation and burnout, illustrating a cascade of psychological benefits stemming
from the initial adaptive climate.
Contextualizing Climate: The Role of Multiple Social Agents
The complexity of the motivational environment stems from the multiple significant social agents who
simultaneously shape the athlete's experience. Athlete perceptions of the climate may be complementary or
contradictory across agents, collectively influencing motivation and engagement.
1. Coach and Parent Synergy

While the coach (assessed via PMCSQ-2) is the most studied source, parents play an equally vital and
synergistic role. Optimal parenting strategies involve establishing an autonomy-supportive and parent-
initiated task climate (measured via PIMCQ-2). A parent-initiated mastery climate that emphasizes learning
and pleasure (the Learning-Pleasure Climate) is linked to adaptive outcomes like higher self-esteem and
enjoyment in the athlete’s main sport. This consistent, multi-agent support across the social context
maximizes the opportunities for BPN satisfaction.
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2. The Peer Motivational Climate
During adolescence, the influence of peers is paramount. The Peer Motivational Climate in Youth Sport
Questionnaire measures peer influence, which includes components like effort, relatedness support, and intra-
team conflict. A Peer Mastery Climate (characterized by support for relatedness and effort) is associated with
the exhibition of positive character attributes, reinforcing the BPN of Relatedness. However, Ego-Involving
Peer Climates (featuring intra-team conflict) have been directly related to perceived burnout in adolescent
athletes. Organizations must therefore manage the entire social ecosystem coach, parent, and peer to ensure
consistency in BPN support.

Methodological Imperatives and Future Directions:

Despite the overwhelming consensus on the benefits of a task climate, methodological limitations in the existing

literature warrant attention for future advancements.

1. The Need for Longitudinal Causal Inference
The majority of studies rely on cross-sectional designs, which limit the ability to establish temporal
precedence and causal influence. To fully map the mediating role of BPNs, there is a clear necessity
for longitudinal research employing multiple waves of measurement across competitive seasons. Such
designs permit researchers to explore the within-person effects of climate and accurately track dynamic
changes in motivational regulations and burnout propensity over time.

2. Perceived vs. Induced Climate
In experimental settings, a critical distinction exists between relying on an induced motivational climate
(researcher instructions) versus measuring the athlete’s perceived motivational climate. Relying only on
induced instructions may mask the crucial interplay between the athlete's innate goal orientation and the
actual perceived environment. Future research must prioritize measuring the athlete's genuine, internalized
perception of the climate (Perceived MC) to ensure findings accurately reflect the natural psychological
mechanisms at play.

3. Practical Context and Elite Athletes
While the link between task climate and positive affect/well-being is strong across general populations,
research suggests these correlations may appear dampened in elite athletes. This finding does not negate the
importance of the task climate; rather, it underscores the intense, systemic ego pressures inherent in elite
competitive settings. Practitioners must still ensure the promotion of a task climate, even in specialized
contexts, to maximize positive affect and long-term satisfaction in the sport experience.

Conclusion:

The integration of Achievement Goal Theory and Self-Determination Theory provides a powerful and robust

explanation for optimizing the athlete experience. The evidence unequivocally confirms that a Task-Involving

(Mastery) Motivational Climate is the most adaptive environmental structure, driving the highest quality of sport

involvement. Crucially, this adaptive relationship is not direct, but is critically mediated by the satisfaction of

the Basic Psychological Needs of Autonomy, Competence, and Relatedness. By defining success via effort and
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personal improvement, the task climate acts as a need-supportive context, thereby generating high intrinsic

motivation. This intrinsic motivation, in turn, directly manifests as high Athlete Engagement (Confidence, Vigor,

Dedication, and Enthusiasm) and acts as a profound psychological safeguard against burnout. For coaches,

parents, and sport organizations, the practical implication is clear: the focus must shift from solely pursuing

outcomes (ego climate) to deliberately structuring the environment to support basic psychological needs (task
climate). Only through this structural commitment can sustained, healthy, and high-quality athletic
participation—the ultimate outcome be ensured for adolescent athletes.
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