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Abstract: Psychological variables, such as perceived motivational climate, goal orientation, self-
determined motivation, and personality, have an influence on sports success performance. This study
aimed to examine the relationships among a set of psychological variables (perceived motivational
climate, goal orientation, self-determined motivation, and personality) in male and female footballers.
Participants were 167 footballers (106 male, 61 female), aged 12 to 26, competing with clubs in the
Spanish Football League. They all took four questionnaires aimed at evaluating motivational climate,
goal orientations, self-determined motivation, and personality. The analyses of correlation and regres-
sion showed statistically significant relations among the variables. Neuroticism and psychoticism
negatively relate to mastery motivational climate, the best predictor of self-determined motivation.
It was concluded that contextual variables carry more weight in predicting goal orientations and
self-determined motivation among participant footballers.

Keywords: motivation; performance; team sport; psychology; self

1. Introduction

Psychology has developed and consolidated its presence in the spectrum of the
practice of competitive, professional, and amateur sports, and with it, the growth in the
analysis of psychological variables in the sports context [1,2]. Within the sports context,
motivation and its relation with sports performance have attracted the interest of numerous
researchers [3], specifically with respect to the reasons individuals pursue certain goals [4].
For decades, the importance of this variable has been highlighted in the self-determination
theory (SDT) of motivation [5,6], in which an explanatory model is postulated and widely
used in sports psychology to provide answers regarding involvement in the performance
of activities. SDT analyses the extent to which people engage with their actions through a
high level of reflection and self-determined motivation. It establishes a continuum between
demotivation or absolute lack of motivation and self-determined motivation [7]. The
concept of self-determination has been widely used to explain sports behaviour [8]. This
variable is measured through the self-determination index (SDI), and implies that high SDI
scores have positive effects on the training practices of athletes [9].

The motivational processes that operate in the behaviours of athletes in different
contexts have been explained mainly through SDT, but also through achievement goal
theory [10,11]. Studies on achievement goal theory [12] have pointed to the importance
of the motivational climate over self-determined motivation and development of positive
behaviours. ‘Motivational climate’ [13] is a term that describes the environment created
by the trainer, family, and environment in the sports context, distinguishing between
perceptions of execution and the mastery climate. The motivational performance climate
promotes social comparison as the basis for success, and the rewards are based on the
demonstration of superior performance [14]. In the mastery climate, trainers promote
satisfaction, interest, and intrinsic motivation [14] or self-determined motivation [15].
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Similarly, achievement goal theory [12] relates the perceived motivational climate to
athletes’ goal orientation. At least two goal orientations are assumed to exist, namely, a task
(or mastery) orientation, in which competence is defined in terms of self-referenced criteria,
and an ego orientation, which defines competence using external comparison criteria. The
relevance of these goal orientations is demonstrated in sport, associated with different
cognitions and behaviours, in which improving, learning, or mastering a task is the goal of
task-oriented people, as opposed to ego-oriented ones, who pursue social approval and
perform external tasks for results [16].

In the present study, we aimed to incorporate the importance of personality in the
sports field, as great effects have been observed between personality, success, and sports
progression [17,18]. For example, personality profiling in sport has been shown to be
beneficial with established athletes [19] and, in turn, facilitates the transition of individuals
from youth to adult teams [20]. To study how this variable acts as a modulator of goal
orientation and to observe its relation with motivational climate and self-determined
motivation, we used the three-dimensional personality model of Eysenck [21], in which two
personality dimensions can be distinguished—extroversion–introversion and neuroticism–
stability. A third dimension with independent functionality, called psychoticism, is also
covered. This model is of a psychobiological rather than contextual character; thus, a
priori, its study seemed interesting in relation to contextual variables within the sports
environment. According to this model, an individual with high scores in neuroticism refers
to an anxious, emotional person with a tendency to worry, whereas low scores characterize
emotionally stable people, who easily identify their emotions, are responsible, and have
flexibility to change. Along these same lines, a high score in extroversion is associated
with greater sociability, little tendency to remain alone, and preference for strong emotions
and optimism, whereas low scores imply withdrawal and inability in social skills. Finally,
low scores in the psychotic dimension determine a tendency for dependence and the
inability to act in decision making, in contrast to high scores, which characterize insensitive,
inhuman, antisocial, violent, aggressive, and extravagant people [21]. These general
characteristics create a psychological system produced by the interaction and subsequent
adaptation between the individual and the environment [22]. In sports, such an interactive
process takes place in the same way, where personality development is generated by the
interaction between an individual’s genetics and the environmental influence of physical
activity [23], producing a bidirectional association between an athlete’s personality and
sports practice [24]. According to this bidirectional hypothesis [23,24], personality traits are
influenced by the practice of sport (i.e., by contextual variables), as the athlete’s adaptation
to his or her sporting environment becomes important.

Within this frame of reference, the objectives of this study were to analyse the relation-
ships among perceived motivational climate, self-determined motivation, goal orientations,
and personality in a collective sport, such as soccer, to determine whether these variables
have a predictive weight vis-à-vis the others and to examine differences in the aforemen-
tioned variables by gender (men and women) and category of sports.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

A total of 167 footballers (106 males and 61 females), between 12 and 26 years old
(M = 15.53 years, s.d. = 2.78 years), who belonged a to soccer team (47 children’s category
(12–13 years old), 41 cadet (14–15 years old), 28 youth (16–18 years old), 47 professional
categories (>18 years old)) participated in this research.

2.2. Instruments

The information was gathered using five types of specialised and validated surveys
(PMCSQ-2, POSQ, PLOC, Junior, EPQ-J and Adult, EPQ-A):

- Perceived Motivational Climate in Sports Questionnaire-2 (PMCSQ-2). To measure
perceptions of motivational climate, the Spanish-adapted version of PMCSQ-2 New-
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ton [25] was used. The adapted version, constituted by two factors, called mastery and
execution [26], consists of 33 items: 17 items for mastery climate (e.g., the main thing
is to improve) and 16 items on execution climate (e.g., the trainer only looks at the
best), with a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.84. The response mode is Likert type, with
scores ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In the present study,
Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.84 for the mastery climate and 0.87 for the execution
climate were obtained.

- Perception of Success Questionnaire (POSQ) [27]. This scale consists of 12 items:
six goal-to-task orientation items (e.g., demonstrates clear personal improvement),
and six ego or result orientation items (e.g., I am clearly better than the others).
The questionnaire is answered on a Likert scale, with scores ranging from 1 (totally
disagree) to 5 (totally agree). In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.76 for
task orientation and 0.85 for ego orientation were obtained.

- Perceived Locus of Causality Scale (PLOC) [28]. The adapted version consists of
20 items (four per factor) that measure intrinsic motivation, identified regulation,
introjection, external motivation, and demotivation [29]. The scale is headed by the
statement “I participate in the training sessions...” and is answered through a Likert-
type scale from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). The scores obtained were used
to calculate the SDI: [(2 × intrinsic motivation + identified regulation) − [(introjected
regulation + external regulation)/2 + 2 × demotivation)] [30]. In the present study,
the SDI yielded a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.79.

- Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (Junior, EPQ-J and Adult, EPQ-A) [21]. This is a
questionnaire of individual or collective application, aimed at respondents aged 8
to 15 years (EPQ-J) and 16 years and older (EPQ-A). Its purpose is to evaluate the
three personality dimensions of neuroticism, extroversion, and psychoticism. The
youth version has 81 items and the adult version has 92. In both versions, the answer
options are dichotomous (yes/no). In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha values in
EPQ-A of 0.81 for neuroticism, 0.67 for extraversion, and 0.70 for psychoticism were
obtained. For EPQ-J, values of 0.78 for neuroticism, 0.65 for extraversion, and 0.70 for
psychoticism were obtained.

2.3. Procedure

Athletes completed the questionnaires, following the same instructions, at the facilities
provided by the soccer clubs. Collaboration was requested; we asked them for sincerity,
reflection, and attention to each of the questions. Informed consent was obtained from the
parents or guardians of underage athletes prior to completion of the questionnaires applied
in the study. Participation was voluntary and all information was treated confidentially
and anonymously. The application was carried out individually or in a small group, always
face-to-face, depending on the availability of the athlete and the club, and always under
the supervision of the authors of the study.

2.4. Data Analysis

The data were analysed using SPSS 25.00 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA). Descriptive
analyses and bivariate correlations were performed for each of the eight variables: neu-
roticism, extroversion, psychoticism, mastery climate, execution climate, ego orientation,
task orientation, and SDI. To analyse differences by gender and category, multivariate
analyses of variance were carried out (taking gender as an independent variable in the
first position and the sports category in the second position). Finally, to study the extent to
which personality variables and perceived motivational climate predict goal orientations
and self-determined motivation, a hierarchical regression analysis was performed using
the stepwise method.
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3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations

The means and standard deviations for all variables are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive analyses and bivariate correlations.

M DT 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Neuroticism 9.11 4.79 1
2. Extroversion 17.37 4.12 −0.32 ** 1
3. Psychoticism 3.86 3.18 0.45 ** −0.19 * 1

4. Mastery climate 4.30 0.49 −0.26 ** 0.17 * −0.16 * 1
5. Execution climate 2.43 0.67 0.32 ** −0.15 0.18 * −0.52 ** 1

6. Ego orientation 3.26 1.00 0.21 ** −0.06 0.21 ** −0.26 ** 0.40 ** 1
7. Task orientation 4.60 0.47 −0.05 0.04 0.02 0.29 ** 0.02 0.22 ** 1

8. SDI 8.41 2.40 −0.17 * 0.14 −0.21 ** 0.50 ** −0.36 ** −0.16 * 0.35 **

Legend: M = mean, s.d. = standard deviation. Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.

After analysis, the following relations were found to be statistically significant. Neu-
roticism was positively related to psychoticism, and both were negatively related to extro-
version. Psychoticism and neuroticism were positively related to the execution climate and
goal orientation towards the ego; they were negatively related to mastery climate and SDI.
Mastery climate was negatively related to execution climate and goal orientation to the
ego, and positively to goal orientation to the task and SDI. For its part, execution climate
was positively related to goal orientation to self and negatively related to SDI.

3.2. Gender and Category Differences

When a 2 (gender: 1 = male, 2 = female) × 5 (category: 1 = children, 2 = cadet,
3 = juvenile, 4 = senior 5 = 1st Division) multivariate analysis of variance was performed, a
significant multivariate effect emerged for gender, λWilks = 0.872, F(8,124) = 2.27, p < 0.05,
η2 = 0.13. Meanwhile, univariate analyses showed differences in the mastery climate,
F(1,140) = 5.38, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.04, where females scored higher than males. Regarding the
execution climate, F(1,140) = 5.33, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.04, and ego orientation, F(1,140) = 9.23,
p < 0.05, η2 = 0.07, males scored higher than females. A significant multivariate effect also
emerged for the category λWilks = 0.655, F(32,458) = 1.74, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.10.

Univariate analyses showed differences in extroversion, F(1,140) = 8.86, p < 0.001,
η2 = 0.21; that is to say, as the category in which they play progressed (from children
to professional), the score on this variable decreased. Finally, no significant differences
were observed in gender interaction by category λWilks = 0.799, F(24,360) = 1.74, p = 0.23,
η2 = 0.07.

3.3. Hierarchical Regression Analysis

To determine whether the predictive value of personal goal orientation is greater
depending on personal or contextual characteristics, a regression analysis was carried
out in successive steps (Table 2). Personality variables were introduced, followed by
motivational climate variables. SDI was also included as a dependent variable. Of the
three dependent variables analysed, only neuroticism predicted ego orientation in step 1;
it then disappeared in step 2. The most important predictor of this variable was the
execution climate; whereas for task orientation and SDI, the most important predictor was
the mastery climate. Thus, contextual variables were the ones that could predict these
dependent variables.
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Table 2. Hierarchical regression analysis (dependent variables: target orientations; independent
variables: personality variables, dimensions of motivational climate, and SDI).

Ego Task SDI

Variables B R2 B R2 B R2

Step 1 Neuroticism 0.040 * 0.032 −0.096 0.013 −0.069 0.044
Extroversion −0.030 0.050 0.108
Psychoticism 0.034 0.089 −0.104

Step 2 Neuroticism 0.032 0.174 −0.088 0.154 0.059 0.274
Extroversion −0.002 0.029 0.075
Psychoticism 0.027 0.099 −0.081

Mastery climate −0.125 0.438 *** 0.390 ***
Execution climate 0.530 *** 0.270 ** −0.177 *

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

4. Discussion

Derived from the study of correlation between the study variables, statistically signif-
icant relations were found. Within the framework of the theory of motivational climate
achievement goals [25], the dimensions of climate, mastery climate (involvement in the
task), and execution climate (ego-centred) were included. The results indicated that both
types of climate correlated negatively at the opposite end of a continuum. However, given
the negative correlation between mastery climate and execution climate, it is appropriate,
in a collective sport such as soccer, to enhance the climate of mastery, especially because
the presence of a climate of execution would imply the predominance of individual ob-
jectives focused solely on the self [31]. The results of the relation between motivational
climate and goal orientations indicated that mastery climate was positively related to goal
orientation to the task and negatively related to goal orientation to the ego [32]. Thus,
the socialization or climate generated by the trainer and the environment has important
implications for the way to interpret success and define competence (strengthening goals
directed towards the task when the climate favours it). In contrast, execution climate did
not show a significant relation with goal orientation to the task. The explanation could
be related to personal predisposition (centred on the self or ego), which, to a great extent,
would determine the a priori probability of adopting a concrete goal and of representing
a pattern of behaviour [33]. These relations confirm the need to promote a motivational
climate of mastery in a team sport such as soccer, which will be related to goal orientations
to the task more than to individual ones. Therefore, the facets related to the type of goal
orientation would be those included in the most adaptive social pattern. When the practice
of sports, for example, becomes professional or competitive, a progressive increase in the
execution climate would be observed owing to greater rivalry associated with extrinsic
goals of greater strength [11].

The results of the correlation analysis showed significant relations between the motiva-
tion and variables such as personality dimensions and SDI. Specifically, the mastery climate
showed a statistically significant positive relation with SDI (as opposed to the execution cli-
mate, whose statistical relation was negative). It should be noted that high SDI scores have
numerous positive implications for athletes’ training practices [34,35]. Likewise, we found
that psychoticism and neuroticism were positively related to the execution climate and goal
orientation towards the ego, whereas both negatively predicted a mastery climate [36]. All
these data, as a whole, showed that these two personality variables negatively affected both
self-determined motivation and the climate of mastery, and consequently, task orientation.
This tendency may hinder sporting success; variables such as neuroticism are lower in
professional athletes [37].

Regarding personality variables, neuroticism was significantly and positively related
to psychoticism, and both showed a significant and negative association with extroversion.
These results confirmed those in similar studies, in which athletes scored high in extrover-
sion and low in neuroticism, leading to the negative relation between these variables [38].
One aspect to comment on is the relative proximity between the scales of neuroticism and
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psychoticism. This proximity could be explained by considering that the aspects shared
by both dimensions are closer to the extroversion dimension [39]. Likewise, psychoticism
and neuroticism correlated positively with execution climate and ego orientation, and
negatively with mastery climate and SDI. In the same way, SDI had a positive relation
with task orientation and a negative relation with ego orientation. Therefore, these two
personality variables would negatively affect the self-determined motivation, climate of
mastery, and task orientation.

The results of the regression analysis supported the findings described above. Thus,
neuroticism initially predicted an ego-centred orientation, whereas mastery climate pre-
dicted a task-centred orientation. Furthermore, neither neuroticism nor psychoticism
showed a predictive power over SDI, but mastery climate did predict this variable (SDI). It
should be pointed out that self-determined motivation is also relevant outside the sports
field, given that it is related to a reduction in depressive symptoms [40].

As previously stated, contextual and dispositional variables in the sports context
are related in the so-called bidirectional hypothesis [23]. According to this hypothesis,
certain personality traits increase with the regular practice of sport, but sports performance
also contributes to personality enrichment [24]. To delve more deeply into this two-way
influence, regression analysis was used to analyse whether contextual variables predicted
personal variables, or if the opposite occurred. The results indicated that both mastery
climate and execution climate could predict SDI (with a greater significance in the case
of mastery climate), thereby leading to the conclusion that the contextual variables had
greater weight in the relationship. Based on these results, it is clear that the coach can have
a positive impact on the intrinsic motivation and personality dimensions, and as such, the
value of this variable must be emphasised.

Furthermore, gender and category differences were analysed. With respect to gender,
a general tendency was observed in women, who obtained higher scores in the mastery
climate than men. Meanwhile, the men scored higher in the execution climate and ego
orientation. The differences obtained can be explained by social factors. Women tend to
interpret sports in a cooperative and leisure context, as opposed to men, for whom the
competitive aspect in sports seems predominant [41]. With respect to this last dimension of
personality, extroversion decreased in both genders as the category in which they played
progressed. From this, it is inferred that the longer they practice sports, the less extroversion
they would show. This relation differs from findings in earlier studies: sports practice is
associated with extroversion [42], athletes score high on extroversion [38,43], and athletes
in collective sports are more extroverted [37]. In any case, influences on sports participation
are well established [44], and personality interacts with environmental changes, affecting
participation in sport and physical activity. For this reason, it is necessary to emphasise
that the present participants were footballers of diverse categories. All belonged to pro-
fessional clubs of the Spanish soccer league, in which, beginning in the initial categories,
the footballers not only compete with external teams but also with members of their own
team or companions (to enjoy more minutes, more matches, promotion, etc.). This context
influences the different dispositional variables of the sportsman [31], as happens with
extroversion, as the player advances to higher categories.

Finally, it is important to point out certain limitations of the present study, such as
sample size, which, in some of the categories, was small. A greater number of participants
would make it possible to specify the differences according to degree or professional level.
Moreover, no measure of performance was included. It ought to be noted that participants
of many different ages were surveyed for this study. Not all of them played at a professional
level, which might influence our interpretation of the results. Thus, a future line of interest
is to deepen the relationships between the variables studied here through longitudinal
studies, which could further explore influential or predictor variables of sporting success,
such as psychological constructs or sociodemographic, familiar, or academic variables.



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 9401 7 of 8

5. Conclusions

The team environmental and leadership variables will configure a type of goal ori-
entation and affect additional personality factors. Based on the results of this study, it
seems obvious that the coach has a positive influence on intrinsic motivation and on the
personality dimensions. It is, therefore, necessary to emphasize the value of this variable.
This may result in a series of consequences, which play an important role as transmitters of
values, attitudes, and behaviours and could have an impact on sports performance. Data
found in this study could be used to create new psychological interventions with aims to
enhance soccer development.
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