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Abstract: Grounded in self-determination theory (SDT), the major aim of this study was to examine
the social, environmental, and motivational predictors of adolescent football players’ intentions to
drop out of their sport over the course of a season. Participants were 552 players (Mage = 11.23,
SD = 1.14). A longitudinal model was tested which hypothesized changes in the coach’s interpersonal
style (autonomy supportive, controlling) perceived by the players to predict changes in the players’
motivation (autonomous, controlled and amotivation) which subsequently predicted changes in their
intentions to drop out at the season’s end. The results of the longitudinal path analysis presented
an adequate fit to the data. Consistent with SDT, findings suggest that increases in autonomy-
supportive coaching is promotive of increases in players’ autonomous motivation, which negatively
predicted dropout intentions. Over time, more perceived controlling coaching behaviors positively
predicted higher levels of controlled motivation and amotivation, with positive changes in the latter
corresponding to stronger intentions to dropout.

Keywords: intention to drop out; motivation; motivational climate; longitudinal; football

1. Introduction

Research has shown that sport participation in childhood and adolescence has poten-
tial physical, social, and psychological benefits in young participants [1–3]. However, in
recent decades, a tendency to drop out of sports has been observed in young athletes [4],
which deprives them of receiving these benefits. Therefore, it is important to know what
factors contribute to children and young people dropping out of sports participation, in
order to avoid this trend and promote their intentions to continue in the sport.

One the most important factors in the intention to drop out of sport participation is
motivation. In self-determination theory (SDT [5–8]), motivation is considered the reason
why a person invests time and effort in an activity. According to this theory, different
reasons or motives “are not just different in magnitude; they vary in the phenomenal
sources that initiate them, the affects and experiences that therefore accompany them,
and their behavioral consequences, including the quality of persistence, performance,
and health benefits (or costs) they yield” [8]. SDT suggests that human behavior can be
ordered along a continuum of self-determination, ranging from non-self-determined to
self-determined behavior, by varying the degree to which behaviors are volitional, that
is, the degree to which people perform their actions at the highest level of reflection and
engage in actions with a sense of choice [9].

On the self-determination continuum proposed by SDT, intrinsic motivation is the
highest level of self-determination [10], and it is reflected in involvement in an activity
because of the inherent pleasure and satisfaction of the activity itself [9]. For athletes who
feel intrinsically motivated, the practice of the sport itself is the goal and the gratification.
The other types of motivation on the self-determination continuum are extrinsic motivation
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and amotivation [9,11]. Extrinsic motivation is determined by rewards or external agents;
actions are driven by something as the external rewards or someone and not due to the
activity itself. Deci and Ryan [6,9] argue that people can have different extrinsic reasons
that vary depending on their relative autonomy or self-determination, and they propose
four types of regulation, from a lesser to a greater degree of autonomy: (1) External
regulation refers to behaviors that are performed to satisfy an external demand, to receive
prizes or rewards, or to avoid punishment, so that individuals perform the behavior while
feeling controlled or alienated [6]; (2) introjected regulation represents behaviors that are
carried out because of internal pressures stemming from the possible internal or external
consequences the behaviors may have; the person performs the activity to avoid feelings
such as guilt or shame, or to improve the ego and feelings of self-esteem [12]; (3) identified
regulation occurs when people judge the behavior as important, and although it is still
performed for extrinsic reasons, they carry it out based on their own decisions; (4) integrated
regulation represents the most self-determined form of extrinsic motivation, and it occurs
when the behavior or activity is not only considered important, but it is also consistent with
other values and needs of the individual. External and introjected regulation are considered
controlled forms of regulation, whereas identified and integrated regulation are considered
autonomous forms of extrinsic motivation [12]. Finally, Ryan and Deci [13] also proposed
amotivation, which is characterized by a lack of motivation and corresponds to the lowest
degree of self-determination. Athletes who play a sport without motivation do not see any
reason to continue to engage in this activity or know why they continue to do so. Previous
research has combined the different dimensions of the continuum in a self-determination
index [14], calculating the weight that each type of motivation has according to its position
in the continuum of self-determination and adding the product. Intrinsic motivation has the
highest weight (+2), identified regulation a lower weight (+1), external regulation receives a
negative weight (−1) and amotivation receives the most negative weight (−2). Introjected
regulation represents the midpoint of the self-determination continuum and is therefore
not considered in the calculation of the self-determination index.

The SDT [9] argues that the degree to which motivation emanates from the self will
influences athletes, and it highlights the importance of developing intrinsic motivation
and/or a high degree of self-determination to achieve cognitive, affective, and behavioral
adaptive patterns [15]. Thus, autonomous motivation could help to maintain sports ad-
herence, whereas athletes with controlled motivation, who act in a certain way due to the
pressure that something or someone exerts on them, will be more likely to drop out because,
when that pressure disappears, the behavior will probably also disappear.

Ryan and Deci [8] argue that when people engage in an activity, there are aspects of the
context that play an important role in the initiation and regulation of their behavior. Among
such aspects, the behaviors of significant others stand out, which can act in supporting
or controlling people’s autonomy and, in turn, favor their intrinsic motivation, extrinsic
motivation, or amotivation.

Focusing on the context of grassroots football in which this study is developed, some
authors have argued that coaches influence the psychological experiences athletes obtain
from their participation in sports [16]. Vallerand and Losier [17] suggested that coaches’
behaviors in the sporting context can be viewed in terms of two interpersonal styles called
the autonomy-supportive interpersonal style and the controlling interpersonal style. On
the one hand, the autonomy-supportive interpersonal style refers to the coach who actively
supports athletes’ initiatives and creates conditions for them to experience a sense of
volition, choice, and personal development [18,19]. Coaches who support the autonomy
of their players explain the reasons for the tasks, the limitations, and the rules, they try
to know how the athletes feel and give them opportunities to take initiative and work
independently, they try to provide feedback about their players’ competence in a non-
controlling way, they avoid criticism that makes the players feel guilty, and they avoid
talking to them in a controlling or intimidating way [20].



Sustainability 2023, 15, 1750 3 of 13

On the other hand, the coach with a controlling interpersonal style acts in a coercive
and authoritarian manner with the athletes to impose a specific and preconceived way
of thinking, feeling, and behaving through pressure [21]. Through this control, coaches
can achieve short-term goals, such as getting players to behave the way they want them
to at that moment, but these behaviors will not be internalized by the players and, thus,
will not last over time [22]. Bartholomew et al. [22] differentiated four dimensions of
the controlling interpersonal style: controlling use of rewards (using extrinsic rewards to
control team behavior), negative conditional attention (failing to pay attention or show
affection to players when they behave in an inadequate way from the coach’s point of
view or when players do not have the desired skills), intimidation (pressuring through
shouting, belittling, threats, or the use of physical punishment), and excessive personal
control (excessive control over the lives of the athletes).

Drawing on SDT, some authors have hypothesized [23,24] that contexts that support
autonomy, where one is encouraged to behave in a volitional way, will maintain or enhance
intrinsic motivation, whereas controlling contexts, where there is pressure to do something
in a particular way, will impair it, leading to a variety of negative consequences. For exam-
ple, if in their interactions with athletes, coaches are able to arouse curiosity and interest by
promoting their initiatives, they will be favoring involvement and, consequently, benefiting
athletes’ intrinsic motivation or self-determination in their motivation. However, if they
offer external reinforcements that are contingent upon behavior, they will harm intrinsic
motivation, and the locus of causality will shift from internal to external, manifesting what
we know as extrinsic motivation.

In accordance with these postulates, previous research carried out in the sports context
has shown that athletes’ perceptions of the coach’s interpersonal style affect their motiva-
tion in sports. Specifically, studies show that the perception of coach autonomy support
positively predicts the most self-determined types of motivation [25–30] and negatively
predicts amotivation [25,28–31], whereas different results have been found regarding the
relationship between the perceived coach autonomy support and the extrinsic forms of mo-
tivation. Some studies have defended the negative relationship between coach autonomy
support and controlled motivation [31], other studies found a positive relationship between
coach autonomy support and some forms of regulations as the integrated, identified, or
introjected forms [25,28–30], and other studies found no significant relationship between
coach autonomy support and external regulation [25,26,28,30]. On the other hand, the per-
ception of a controlling style positively predicts controlled motivation, external regulation,
and amotivation [26,30].

Accordingly, one of the objectives of this paper is to analyze the role of motivation in
predicting the intention to drop out of football in young players. Results of previous studies
have shown that the intention to not continue to practice a sport or drop out is associated
with less self-determined motivation. For example, Dias, Corte-Real, Barreiros, Brustad
and Fonseca [32] found that adolescent athletes who intended to drop out had significantly
lower scores on intrinsic, identified, and introjected motivation than athletes who intended
to continue. A classic study is the one carried out by Sarrazin et al. [33], who also showed
differences in motivation between athletes who dropped out and those who did not.
Dropouts were less intrinsically motivated and more externally regulated and amotivated.
In addition, the results of the posited model showed that the self-determination index
negatively predicted the intention to drop out, which in turn positively predicted dropout
behavior 21 months later. Other investigations have found that self-determined motivation
negatively predicts the intention to drop out [34], whereas amotivation positively predicts
the intention to drop out [35]. There is also research that did not find any relationship
between self-determined motivation and the intention or behavior of dropping out of sport
or continuing to practice it [36,37].

Except for the study by Sarrazin et al. [33], the studies reviewed are cross-sectional.
However, longitudinal studies on sports dropout are of great importance in providing a
deeper theoretical understanding of the processes that favor dropout, and they contribute
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to designing practical interventions that promote quality motivation and change the an-
tecedents of dropout in order to increase the continuity of sports practice. In addition, no
previous studies were found that tested the model proposed in this work. In order to fur-
ther examine this question, the relationship between the coach’s interpersonal style, forms
of motivation, and the intention to drop out of sport will be studied from a longitudinal
approach, including various time points during a sports season.

Objective

Grounded in the SDT framework, the objective was to explore whether changes
during the season in the players’ perceptions of an autonomy-supportive and controlling
interpersonal style of the coach predict changes in autonomous, controlled, and amotivation
of the players, and whether, in turn, changes in autonomous, controlled, and amotivation
predict changes in the intention to drop out at the end of the season. The sequence followed
will be as follows: Perception of the coach’s interpersonal style (autonomy-supportive and
controlling style)→Autonomous, controlled, and amotivation→ Intention to drop out.

The analyses are expected to confirm a good fit of the hypothesized model. Specifically,
it is expected that at Time 2 (at the end of the season), once the variable is controlled at
Time 1 (at the beginning of the season):

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Changes in the perception of the autonomy-supportive interpersonal style will
positively predict changes in autonomous motivation and negatively predict changes in controlled
motivation and amotivation.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Changes in the perception of the controlling interpersonal style will negatively
predict changes in autonomous motivation and positively predict changes in controlled motivation
and amotivation.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Changes in autonomous motivation will negatively predict changes in dropout
intentions, and changes in controlled motivation and amotivation will positively predict changes in
intentions to drop out of football (see Figure 1).

Sustainability 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 14 
 

 
Figure 1. Hypothesized structural model of the relationship model, at Time 2 controlling Time 1, 
between the perception of the coaches’ interpersonal styles, the forms of motivation, and the inten-
tion to drop out of football. 

2. Materials and Methods 
2.1. Participants 

The participants in the study were 552 players (508 men and 44 women) between 
nine and 13 years old (M = 11.23; SD = 1.14) from 15 Spanish youth football clubs or 
schools. The sample was selected through a random, stratified by gender and competitive 
level and proportional process with respect to the total number of federated football play-
ers within the aforementioned ages. This sample is part of a larger sample within the Eu-
ropean project PAPA (Promoting Adolescent Physical Activity) [38]. 

The mean number of seasons the participants have been in the same club is 3.02 (SD 
= 2.21), with a minimum of one season and a maximum of nine. The number of hours the 
players spent per week training or playing with their respective teams varies between two 
and eight hours (M = 4.31; SD = 1.01). 

2.2. Instruments 
The following instruments were administered, in addition to the sociodemographic 

variables of gender, age, category level, seasons they have been in the same club, and 
hours per week practicing football. 

Coach’s autonomy support interpersonal style. The athletes’ perception of the degree 
of autonomy support offered by their coach was assessed using five items adapted from 
the Sport Climate Questionnaire (SCQ; http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/ (accessed on 
30 October 2022)) in its Spanish version [25]. When indicating their level of agreement 
with each item, players were asked to think about what their first coach had usually done 
or said during the past 3–4 weeks. An example item is: “My coach gives players choices 

Figure 1. Hypothesized structural model of the relationship model, at Time 2 controlling Time 1,
between the perception of the coaches’ interpersonal styles, the forms of motivation, and the intention
to drop out of football.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 1750 5 of 13

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The participants in the study were 552 players (508 men and 44 women) between nine
and 13 years old (M = 11.23; SD = 1.14) from 15 Spanish youth football clubs or schools.
The sample was selected through a random, stratified by gender and competitive level
and proportional process with respect to the total number of federated football players
within the aforementioned ages. This sample is part of a larger sample within the European
project PAPA (Promoting Adolescent Physical Activity) [38].

The mean number of seasons the participants have been in the same club is 3.02
(SD = 2.21), with a minimum of one season and a maximum of nine. The number of hours
the players spent per week training or playing with their respective teams varies between
two and eight hours (M = 4.31; SD = 1.01).

2.2. Instruments

The following instruments were administered, in addition to the sociodemographic
variables of gender, age, category level, seasons they have been in the same club, and hours
per week practicing football.

Coach’s autonomy support interpersonal style. The athletes’ perception of the degree
of autonomy support offered by their coach was assessed using five items adapted from
the Sport Climate Questionnaire (SCQ; http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/ (accessed on
30 October 2022)) in its Spanish version [25]. When indicating their level of agreement with
each item, players were asked to think about what their first coach had usually done or
said during the past 3–4 weeks. An example item is: “My coach gives players choices and
options”. Previous studies have supported the validity of the instrument in its Spanish
version [31].

Controlling interpersonal style of the coach. The athletes’ perception of the coach’s
controlling interpersonal style was assessed using nine items from the Spanish version [39],
adapted for this study, of the Coach’s Controlling Behavior Scale (CCBS) [21]. When
indicating their level of agreement with each item, players were asked to think about
what their first coach had usually done or said during the past 3–4 weeks. An example
item is “My coach is less friendly with players if they don’t make the effort to see things
his or her way”. The validity and reliability of the scale has been confirmed in previous
studies [21,40].

Players’ motivation. To assess players’ motivational regulations to participate in
football, an adaptation for young football players composed of 20 items [41] from the
Behavioral Regulation in Sport Questionnaire (BRSQ) [12] was used. The players were
asked to indicate to what extent each of the reasons given in the different items explained
why they play football, indicating their degree of agreement or disagreement with each of
them to measure five dimensions (four items for each): Amotivation (e.g., “I play football,
but I question why I am playing this sport”); external regulation (e.g., “I play football
because people push me to play”); introjected regulation (e.g., “I play football because
I would feel ashamed if I quit”); identified regulation (e.g., “I play football because the
benefits are important to me [e.g., developing as a player, getting fit, playing with my
teammates]”); and intrinsic motivation (e.g., “I play football because I enjoy it”). As in
previous studies [42], the items from the subscales of intrinsic motivation and identified
regulation were combined to create the variable Autonomous Motivation, and the items
from the subscales of introjected regulation and external regulation were combined to create
the variable Controlled Motivation. In addition to these forms of motivation, amotivation
is also analyzed in this study. Previous studies in the sport domain have shown the scale’s
adequate reliability and validity [12,41].

Players’ future intention to drop out. The players’ intention to drop out of sports
at the end of the season was evaluated with five items adapted to football [43], based
on the items used by Sarrazin et al. [33] in a study with handball players. The football
players were asked to indicate their agreement or disagreement according to what they

http://selfdeterminationtheory.org/


Sustainability 2023, 15, 1750 6 of 13

thought at the time of answering the questionnaire. Three of the items refer to the intention
to continue (e.g., “I plan to play football next season”), whereas two items refer to the
intention to drop out (e.g., “I intend to drop out of football at the end of this season”).
The intention to drop out was obtained after inverting the three items referring to the
intention to continue. This scale has been validated in the Spanish population [44], showing
acceptable internal consistency.

2.3. Procedure

Before collecting the data, ethical approval was secured from the Institutional Review
Board of the University of Valencia (beneficiary no 3 of grant agreement 223600). This
research was conducted in accordance with international ethical standards aligned with
the guidelines of the American Psychological Association (APA) and the Declaration
of Helsinki.

An informative letter was sent to club managers, coaches, parents, and players, invit-
ing them to participate in the study on a voluntary basis. Those who agreed to participate
signed an informed consent form. Data were collected at the beginning and end of one
competitive football season with similar procedures followed at both time points. Ques-
tionnaires were completed by the players at their respective football clubs or schools in a
dedicated space. A minimum of two investigators were present who requested participants
to answer honestly, confirmed that their responses would be kept confidential and encour-
aged the participants to ask any question they might have if instructions or item wording
were confusing. No one else except the investigator was present during the data collection
to make it less likely that the coach or some significant other might influence responses.

2.4. Data Analysis

The reliability and factorial structure of the instruments used in this research were ex-
plored. Internal consistency of each scale was ascertained via determination of a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient. Values between 0.60 and 0.80 indicate good and acceptable reliability,
and values greater than 0.80 indicate very good reliability [45–49]. The factor structure of
the questionnaires was verified with confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) [50,51] using the
Maximum Likelihood (ML) method. As input for the data analysis, both the polychoric
correlation matrices and the asymptotic covariance matrices were used to correct the possi-
ble lack of normal distribution. Various goodness-of-fit indices were used to ascertain the
fit of the data to the hypothesized model, including the root mean error of approximation
(RMSEA), nonnormative fit index (NNFI), and comparative fit index (CFI). CFI and NNFI
values above 0.90 indicate an acceptable fit [52]. For the RMSEA, values less than 0.10 are
considered acceptable (ideally equal to or less than 0.08) [53].

Time of assessment mean differences (beginning and end of season) analyses were
performed using Student’s t-test for related samples (IBM SPSS Statistics version 20).

Path analysis examined the hypothesized relationships between the variables. In
each case, the relationships between the variables at Time 2 were tested, controlling for
the effect of each respective variable at Time 1 in the model. Because the model includes
two measurements for each variable (Time 1 and Time 2), the parameters proposed in the
model were too high given the sample of participants available. Thus, analyses were run
with latent variables instead of using the observed indicators. For this reason, once the
measurement models had been verified by the CFAs carried out for each scale, showing
that the observed indicators were satisfactorily related to their latent factors, the mean
scores were used as indicators of the variables. Subsequently, the structural relationships
model was tested using the Maximum Likelihood estimation method, given that it is
the most appropriate estimation method in these circumstances. As in the CFAs of the
questionnaires, to measure the fit of the model, the RMSEA, NNFI, and CFI goodness-of-fit
indices were used.
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For the CFA of the questionnaires and the path analysis, the LISREL version 8.80
program [54] was used. In all cases, the hypothesis tests were established at a significance
level of 5%.

3. Results

The young football players perceived a high autonomy-supportive interpersonal style
in their coaches and a low-medium controlling style at Time 1. At Time 2, the perception
of the autonomy support decreased, and the perception of the controlling style increased.
There were no statistically significant differences in any of the three forms of motivation in
the participants between the beginning and the end of the season. The young players in
this study demonstrated the highest mean score in autonomous motivation, followed by
controlled motivation with a medium-low score and, finally, a low score on amotivation.
Intention to drop out, which starts from a low average score, increased significantly at the
end of the season (Table 1). Satisfactory internal consistency was found for all the scales
over time.

Table 1. Mean scores, standard deviations, reliabilities, and difference between times for all the
study variables.

Time 1 Time 2
M SD Alpha M SD Alpha t

Coach’s interpersonal style
Autonomy-supportive style 4.18 0.68 0.62 4.09 0.71 0.72 2.64 **
Controlling style 2.31 0.69 0.66 2.38 0.76 0.76 −2.07 *
Players’ motivation
Autonomous motivation 4.43 0.53 0.69 4.39 0.63 0.79 1.45
Controlled motivation 2.32 0.89 0.79 2.29 0.90 0.81 0.59
Amotivation 1.75 1.02 0.80 1.74 1.00 0.82 0.24
Players’ dropout intention 1.51 0.69 0.71 1.74 0.80 0.73 −6.54 **

Note. All range variables = 1–5. ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

The factorial structure of the instruments used in this study showed an adequate fit to
the data (see Table 2).

Table 2. Goodness-of-fit indices for the study instruments.

χ2 df RMSEA NNFI CFI

Autonomy-supportive style Time 1 7.14 5 0.028 0.993 0.996
Autonomy-supportive style Time 2 12.55 5 0.053 0.985 0.993
Controlling style Time 1 90.03 27 0.039 0.976 0.982
Controlling style Time 2 86.44 27 0.064 0.963 0.972
Players’ motivation Time 1 1563.99 167 0.060 0.969 0.973
Players’ motivation Time 2 846.11 167 0.090 0.912 0.932
Players’ dropout intention Time 1 25.87 5 0.087 0.969 0.984
Players’ dropout intention Time 2 33.13 5 0.100 0.945 0.972

The results of the hypothesized model (see Figure 1) presented acceptable goodness-
of-fit indices: χ2 (34) = 159.63, p < 0.01; RMSEA = 0.082; NNFI = 0.919; CFI = 0.958. The
standardized parameter estimates are shown in Figure 2. The coach’s autonomy-supportive
style positively predicted changes in the players’ autonomous motivation and negatively
predicted changes in their amotivation, whereas changes in the coach’s controlling style
positively predicted changes in the players’ controlled motivation and amotivation. In
addition, changes in the players’ autonomous motivation negatively predicted changes in
their intentions to drop out of football, and changes in the players’ controlled motivation
and amotivation positively predicted their intentions to drop out (see Figure 2). As a whole,
the proposed model explained 26% of the variance in the players’ autonomous motivation,
29% of their controlled motivation, 24% of amotivation, and 28% of their intention to drop
out of football.
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Figure 2. Standardized solution of the relationship model, at Time 2 controlling Time 1, between the
perception of the coaches’ interpersonal styles, the forms of motivation, and the intention to drop out
of football. Note. All the coefficients shown are significant at p < 0.05. To simplify the reading, non-
significant relationships and the error terms between autonomy support and controlling style (−0.28,
p < 0.01) and between controlled motivation and amotivation (0.36, p < 0.01) are not visualized.

4. Discussion

Employing a longitudinal design, the social environmental (coaches’ interpersonal
style) and motivational processes that contribute to young footballers’ (9–13 years of age)
reported intentions to drop out of their sport were examined in the present study. A theo-
retical model, grounded in the SDT, was tested. With prediction of the intention to drop
out of football as the major outcome, we explored whether changes in the players’ percep-
tions of the coach’s autonomy-supportive interpersonal style and controlling interpersonal
style over the course of the season would predict changes in the autonomous, controlled,
and amotivation of the players during the same time period. The model also considered
whether changes in these three motivation variables would predict changes in the intention
to drop out of football at the end of the season.

Overall, the analyses supported a good fit of the data to the theoretical model and
indicated that changes in players’ perceptions of the coach’s autonomy-supportive interper-
sonal style positively predicted changes in the players’ autonomous motivation. Contrary
to our hypothesis, perceived autonomy support did not emerge as a negative predictor of
changes in controlled motivation and amotivation (H1).

Previous sport research has obtained results that are in line with these
findings [25,28,29,40,55]. According to the postulates of the SDT and past studies, when
coaches allow players to choose and involve them in decision making, give arguments
for the demands and limitations they present to the players (e.g., reasons for particu-
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lar aspects of their training routines), and take their perspective into account, they pro-
mote more self-determined forms of motivation (autonomous) in their athletes. On the
other hand, inconsistent results have been found in the literature regarding the rela-
tionship between coach autonomy support and the controlled forms of motivation or
amotivation [25,26,28–30]. In essence, positive features of the social environment tend to
correspond to more positive and adaptive types of motivation than negatively predict
controlled motivation or players’ reporting having no motivation at all. Taken in their
totality, such findings highlight the importance of studying the specific relationships be-
tween perceived coach autonomy support and the more or less self-determined forms of
motivation regulations.

We expected changes in coaches’ perceived controlling interpersonal style to negatively
predict changes in players’ autonomous motivation and positively predict changes in their
controlled motivation and amotivation (H2). This hypothesis was only partially confirmed,
given that the results show that changes in the perception of the coach’s controlling style
positively predicted changes in players’ controlled motivation and amotivation only, but not
negative changes in their autonomous motivation. That is, when players perceive that their
coach is using coercive strategies, such as employing a controlling use of rewards, negative
conditional attention, intimidation, or excessive control, players report less self-determined
motives or even no motivation for participating in football.

Aligned with the point made above drawing from recent research, more negative
features of the social environment (such as controlling coach behaviors) are more likely
to significantly predict more maladaptive forms of motivation (and ensuing outcome)
than significantly and negatively predict self-determined motivation and positive
outcomes [26,30]. At best, the latter relationships tend to be weaker [26,40]. Overall,
our findings are consistent with previous cross-sectional research, where the observed
relationships between the perceived coach’s controlling style and each of the types of
motivation are not always significant. For example, there are studies in which athletes’
perceptions of controlling coach behaviors positively predicted their controlled motivation,
but, as in our study, these perceptions did not significantly, negatively predict autonomous
motivation [26]. However, other studies found that the controlling interpersonal style
of the coach was negatively related to autonomous motivation, but not to controlled
motivation [40]. This last study also included amotivation, and, as in the present study,
they also found a positive relationship between athletes’ perceptions of the coach’s control-
ling style and amotivation.

Third, changes in autonomous motivation were expected to negatively predict changes
in dropout intention, and changes in controlled motivation and amotivation were expected
to positively predict changes in dropout intention (H3). As expected, the results suggest
that the degree to which athletes practice football by choice and feel that their behaviors
are self-determined holds implications for their intention to leave their sport. Specifically,
we found changes in players’ intention to drop out when the season was drawing to a close
to be negatively predicted by changes in autonomous motivation and positively predicted
by changes in controlled motivation and amotivation. These results are consistent with
those reported in previous studies [33–35].

As suggested in SDT, people who participate in an activity for autonomous reasons
are more likely to want to continue to participate in that activity, either because they are
having fun or because they think participation is good for them, brings personally valued
benefits or reflects who they are as individuals. However, the main motivation of the
participants who present less self-determined levels of motivation is not the practice of and
the experience of the activity itself, but rather because they feel they have to or because of
some external reward or contingency. Over time, it is not surprising that such individuals
would be more prone to ceasing their participation.

In summary, the results of this study offer support for the potential positive as well as
negative influence of the coach’s interpersonal style (i.e., autonomy-supportive style and
controlling style), as perceived by the athletes, on the quality of their motivation and, in
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turn, intention to drop out of sports. More research is needed to test the theoretical model
examined in this study because the existing evidence on the interplay between the targeted
variables for promoting sustained and optimal (or compromised) sports practice is limited,
and particularly so when analyzing these processes from a longitudinal approach.

The present results provide further evidence regarding the social environmental
and motivation-related factors predicting behavioral intention as a proxy for dropout
behavior [56]. This research could be extended in future studies by identifying objectively
occurred cases of dropout following the season in question and including the analysis
of the players’ reasons for doing so. Moreover, future research could try to further test
the theoretical model (via longitudinal data) in samples of athletes of different ages, both
sexes, representing different competitive levels, and from different countries or cultural
backgrounds. The fact that the present sample is mainly made up of young male football
players keeps us from generalizing the results to other types of populations, particularly
girls who participate in youth football.

5. Conclusions and Applied Implications

In general, the results of our study support the importance of coaches in encouraging
forms of motivation in young players that contribute to the continuity of sports practice or
make dropping out more likely. With the objective of promotive sustained engagement, it
is essential that coaches use autonomy-supportive strategies, such as encouraging players
to take initiative, ask questions, give their opinion, and participate in decision-making
whenever possible (for example, when establishing operating rules), trying to make athletes
feel understood and valued (for example, taking into account their emotions after making a
mistake), and providing meaningful reasons when asking for things to be done in a certain
way or when setting limits.

However, coaches not only need to exhibit such autonomy-supportive behaviors,
but present findings imply that they should also avoid carrying out the typical behaviors
and strategies indicative of a controlling interpersonal style. By so doing, they are more
likely to mitigate the risk of young football players feeling that their reasons for playing
football are controlled or that they are unable to find reasons to continue to play. To avoid
using a controlling style, coaches can refrain from the use of controlling rewards, not reject
athletes when they do not see things their way or when they think players are not training
or playing well enough, avoid intimidating and exerting excessive personal control over
athletes, and refrain from yelling at them or threatening them with punishment.
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