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The aim of the study was to analyze the motivational climate perceived by a group of young athletes and 
its relationship with adaptive (basic psychological needs) and inhibitory (causes of fear of error) aspects 
of behavior, also pointing out the differences according to sex and age. The sample consisted of 681 play-
ers between 14 and 17 years of age belonging to different Spanish basketball and handball clubs, who 
responded to standardized tests on their adaptive resources to the perception of the climate constructed 
by their coaches. The results showed that, as a greater task-involving climate is perceived, the satisfaction 
of basic psychological needs increases (mainly relatedness), while the aversive causes of fear of failure 
decrease (mainly the fear of losing the interest of others and the fear of angering significant others). Re-
garding gender, girls showed statistically significant differences in the levels of task-involving climate and 
relatedness satisfaction, while boys showed significantly more ego-involving climate, fear of having an 
uncertain future, fear of losing the interest of others, and fear of angering significant others. With respect 
to age, differences in task climate were only found in favor of younger athletes (14-15 years). Overall, this 
study underlines the educational role of the coach in young team sports players. Specifically, the promo-
tion of a task climate favors relatedness and decreases the motives and the occurrence of cognitive-emo-
tional processes of fear of failure in young team sports players.
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Introduction

When high expectations are pursued, linking 
achievements to a social image, associating 
hard work with the guarantee for success, 
and establishing relationships according to 
whether or not sporting results are obtained, 
any aspect that hinders or prevents them 
from being achieved, even error, has a high 
emotional impact on athletes (Gómez-López 
et al., 2020). Socializing influence involves the 
influence of surrounding figures (e.g., coach-
es, parents, peers) who impact not only their 
development and identity as athletes (Duda 
& Balaguer, 2007; Gómez-López et al., 2019a; 
Roberts, 2012) but their effectiveness and suf-
fering in competition as well (Gómez-López et 
al., 2020, 2019b; Wikman et al., 2014). More-
over, in team sports, during the initiation and 
technification stages, the literature has shown 
for years that the coach plays a fundamental 
role in the way in which the player faces the 
tasks proposed in training and competitions 
(Granero-Gallegos et al., 2017). 

Although fear of failure is inherent in all 
sports, it is especially relevant in team sports 
(Alesi et al., 2020). As part of a team in which 
efforts and achievement orientations are 
shared, the failure of the other is perceived 
as one’s own because he or she is part of 
the same team (Gómez-López et al., 2020). 
Thus, if the team is harmed when one of its 
members fails, the player who does not fail 
also feels harmed even though he or she 
must provide adequate support to the rest of 
the group to maintain the state of cohesion 
and strive for common goals (Sagar & Jowet, 
2012; Sign et al., 2023).

To analyze the impact that the coach’s be-
havior has on the motivation of athletes, two 
theoretical contexts have developed import-
ant research in sport in the training stages: 
the Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci 

& Ryan, 1985; 2000) and the Achievement 
Goals Theory (AGT; Duda & Nicholls, 1992). 
Following the SDT,  basic psychological needs 
take into account that the reactivity and be-
havior of a human being are oriented under 
the functionality of three basic psychological 
needs (feeling competent, feeling autono-
mous, and feeling positive quality in related-
ness), understood as essential psychological 
nutrients for growth, integrity, and well-being 
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). According to the 
AGT, depending on how athletes perceive the 
context in which they develop, there would 
be, according to some authors, an ego-involv-
ing motivational climate and a task-involving 
motivational climate (Duda, 2001; Urdan  & 
Kaplan, 2020). 

The important impact that the coach exerts 
on the behavior of his/her athletes through 
motivational climates, influences the behav-
iors, thoughts, and feelings that the athlete 
presents (Curran et al., 2015; Duda et al., 
2018). When the coach values the effort of 
his/her athletes and not only the results, he or 
she encourages personal progression and in-
creases the likelihood of developing a climate 
of involvement in the task (Mars et al., 2017). 
On the other hand, when a coach emphasizes 
the result and the most important thing is the 
victory of the team, he/she  increases the pos-
sibility of generating an  ego-involving climate 
(Newton et al., 2000; Olympiou et al., 2008).

Even though sport is one of the most ideal 
contexts for achievement, different authors 
claim that due to the level of competitiveness 
established among the peer group, it is also 
an environment in which you can present 
yourself (competent or incompetent) before 
the rest of your peers (Atkins et al., 2015;  
Cecchini-Estrada et al., 2008), provoking in 
players (with greater impact on younger play-
ers) feelings of fear of failure (Moreno-Murcia  
& Conte, 2011; Ruiz-Sánchez et al., 2017;  
Wikman et al., 2014).
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Conroy et al. (2002) define fear of failure 
as a stable tendency to anticipate shame and 
humiliation after failure. According to these 
authors, fear of failure is based on Lazarus’ 
(1991) cognitive-motivational and relation-
al theory of emotion (Correia et al., 2017). 
According to this theory, people value emo-
tions as positive or negative depending on the 
consequences they have for their well-being. 
Those who perceive the consequences of fail-
ure as aversive will see failure as a threat and 
fear it (Sagar et al., 2007). 

According to the AGT approaches, a few 
studies have found gender or age differenc-
es to have an effect on a higher inclination to 
adopt mastery goals and performance goals, 
respectively (Butler & Hasenfratz, 2017;  
Urdan & Kaplan, 2020). Eriksen (2021) car-
ried out  interviews with 12 and 13-year-
olds exploring gender differences and 
suggested that boys and girls make similar 
investments in sports, but there are clear 
gender differences in the ways they de-
scribe their future ambitions. While the 
boys focus on wanting to become profes-
sional athletes and going ‘all in’, very few of 
the girls do – the ambitious girls  talk more 
about skills development. A few studies 
have also explored gender and motivation-
al climate differences in team sports (Van 
Mierlo & Van Hooft, 2020). 

In the few studies that have explored fear of 
failure in team sports contexts, boys have as-
sociated their failure tendencies with aspects 
such as fear of not achieving goals, not be-
ing competitive, or failing other teammates, 
while girls have done so with feelings of em-
barrassment or losing other people’s interest 
(Englert & Seiler, 2020; Gómez-López et al., 
2019c). 

From the literature, it is hypothesized that: 
a) regardless of gender, the perception of a 
task-oriented climate will be positively re-
lated to basic psychological needs and neg-

atively related to fear of failure, as opposed 
to a competition-oriented climate, which will 
be negatively related to basic psychological 
needs and positively related to fear of failure; 
b) girls will have a lower ego-involvement cli-
mate and a higher task-involvement climate, 
which will translate into a lower fear of fail-
ure, and c) younger athletes would have a 
more task-involved climate and a less ego-in-
volved climate, so they would have a higher 
satisfaction of their basic psychological needs 
and a lower fear of failure.

Thus, the present study aims firstly to an-
alyze the motivational climate generated by 
the coach and perceived by the athletes and 
its relationship with the satisfaction of basic 
psychological needs and the aversive causes 
of fear of failure, as well as, secondly, to check 
if there are differences depending on the sex 
and age of the athletes. 

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 681 adolescents 
participating in club team sports (basketball 
and handball) belonging to different Span-
ish clubs, aged between 14 and 17 years  
(M = 16.16 years old; SD = 0.92). According 
to gender, 391 (57.4%) were boys (M = 16.17 
years old; SD = 0.93) and 290 (42.6%) girls (M 
= 16.13 years old; SD = 0.91). Regarding the 
playing category, 142 of the participants were 
cadets (14-15 years old), while 539 were ju-
niors (16-17 years old). A total of 96.3% had 
> 2 weekly training sessions  (> 3 hours per 
week) and 75.5% reported having sport expe-
rience > 5 years as club players.

Instruments

Perceived Motivational Climate in Sport Ques-
tionnaire (PMCSQ-2). The Spanish version 
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of this instrument for team sports was used 
(Balaguer et al., 1997). This scale is composed 
of 29 items grouped into two dimensions that 
measure the climate towards ego or compe-
tition (14 items; e.g., “The coach gives most 
of his/her attention to the stars”) (α = 0.83) 
called competition, and the climate towards 
the task or mastery (15 items; e.g., “Players 
feel successful when they improve”) (α = 
0.85). Responses were collected on a 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). 

Basic Psychological Needs in Exercise Scale 
(BPNES). The Spanish version of the BPNES 
(Pineda-Espejel et al., 2019) comprises 12 
items divided into three subscales, with four 
items per subscale, to assess autonomy (e.g., 
“The way I exercise is in agreement with my 
choices and interests”) (α = 0.60), compe-
tence (e.g., “I feel I perform successfully the 
activities of my exercise programme”) (α = 
0.64), and relatedness (e.g., “My relationships 
with the people I exercise with are close”) (α = 
0.74). Responses were provided on a 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). 

Performance Failure Appraisal Inventory 
(PFAI). The long version of the inventory vali-
dated in the Spanish context was used (More-
no-Murcia & Conte, 2011). The scale consists 
of 25 items, grouped into five dimensions: 
fear of experiencing shame and embarrass-
ment (7 items; e.g., “When I am failing, it is 
embarrassing if others are there to see it”)  
(α = 0.84), fear of devaluing one’s self-esti-
mate (4 items; e.g., “When I am failing, I am 
afraid that I might not have enough talent”) 
(α = 0.70), fear of having an uncertain future 
(4 items; e.g., When I am failing, I believe that 
my future plans will change”) (α = 0.65), fear of 
important others losing interest (5 items; e.g., 
“When I am not succeeding, people are less 
interested in me”) (α = 0.86), and fear of up-

setting important others (5 items; e.g., “When 
I am failing, it upsets important others”) (α = 
0.84). Items began with the sentence “In the 
practice of my sport...”. Responses were col-
lected on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from I do not believe it at all (1) to I believe 
it 100% (5). 

Procedure

The study was carried out in different Span-
ish basketball and handball clubs. This study 
was conducted in accordance with the eth-
ical guidelines of the American Psycholog-
ical Association (APA). The protocol was 
approved by the Ethics Committee of the 
University of Murcia, Spain (ID: 1494/2017). 
All participants gave written informed con-
sent in accordance with the Declaration of 
Helsinki.

Data Analysis 

First, a reliability analysis of all scales was per-
formed and then the Mahalanobis distance 
was used to detect and eliminate those sub-
jects who were outliers or did not follow a log-
ical pattern in the set of variables. In addition, 
skewness and kurtosis values (>3 or >10 re-
spectively) were analyzed, along with Z-scores 
(>3). Alpha’s Cronbach index was checked 
and all values were higher than 0.60 consid-
ered adequate by Sturmey et al. (2005). The 
database was then divided according to gen-
der in order to perform a descriptive analysis 
and bivariate correlations based on perceived 
motivational climate, fear of failure, and sat-
isfaction of basic psychological needs with a 
significance level of p < 0.05.  

To test for differences according to gender 
and the category or age of the participants, 
various multivariate analyses (MANOVA) (Hair 
et al., 1998) were performed by analyzing the 
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various univariate tests (ANOVAs), including 
gender on the one hand and the category 
of the participants on the other, in a second 
analysis as independent variables and the 
variables under study as dependent variables. 
Statistical analysis was performed using the 
IBM SSPS 23.0 package.

Results

Descriptive and Correlation Analysis

Tables 1 and 2 show the descriptive analyses 
and correlations of the different variables un-
der study according to gender. Boys manifest-
ed statistically significant correlations on all 
variables at p < 0.01, except between ego-in-
volving (with competence and autonomy) and 
autonomy (with all fear of failure scales ex-
cept “fear of experiencing embarrassment”). 
Girls, on the other hand, did not show the 
same correlations. Task-involving correlated 
significantly at p < 0.01 with everything ex-
cept fear of having an uncertain future (p < 
0.05), and did not correlate with fear of losing 
self-esteem.  

The perceived task-involving climate ob-
tained positive correlations with the three 
basic psychological needs and negative cor-
relations with the fear of failure scales. On the 
other hand, ego-involving obtained the oppo-
site results, obtaining positive correlations 
with the fear of failure scales and negative 
correlations with the three basic psychologi-
cal needs.

Tables 3 and 4 show the descriptive analy-
ses and correlations of the variables accord-
ing to category. For the cadet category, the 
variables with the lowest correlations were 
the three basic psychological needs. The rest 
of the variables did show statistically signif-
icant correlations (p < 0.01 or p < 0.05). On 
the contrary, for the juvenile category, all 

variables correlated significantly with each 
other (p < 0.01), except for the ego-involving 
with autonomy and competence, and the 
autonomy variable with the fear of experi-
encing shame and the fear of self-devalua-
tion.

Differences According to Gender and Age of 
Participants

A multivariate analysis (MANOVA) was carried 
out using gender as the independent variable 
and the rest of the study variables as depen-
dent variables (see Table 5). Box’s test was 
used to test for homogeneity of covariance 
(Box’s M = 121.127, F = 2.167, p < 0.001). Sta-
tistically significant differences were found at 
the multivariate level (Wilks’ Lambda = .856, 
F = 11.299, p < 0.001). Univariate ANOVAs 
showed statistically significant differences for 
women in favor of climate toward the task 
perceived (F = 22.537; p < 0.001) and relat-
edness (F = 6.175; p = 0.014). In contrast, in 
men statistically significant differences were 
seen in ego-involving climate perceived (F = 
12.531; p < 0.001), fear of having an uncertain 
future (F = 5.452; p = 0.020), fear of losing the 
interest of others (F = 31.540; p < 0.001), and 
fear of angering significant others (F = 25.324; 
p < 0.001).

A multivariate analysis (MANOVA) was car-
ried out using the category of play or age as 
the independent variable and the rest of the 
study variables as dependent variables (see 
Table 6). Box’s test was used to test for ho-
mogeneity of covariance (Box’s M = 99.265,  
F = 1.758, p = 0.000). Statistically significant 
differences were found at the multivariate 
level (Wilks’ Lambda = .970, F = 2.082, p = 
0.024). Univariate ANOVAs showed statistical-
ly significant differences only in task-involv-
ing climate perceived in favor of cadets (F = 
6.057; p = 0.014).
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Table 5 Multivariate analysis of all variables according to players' gender 
 Boys Girls    
 M SD M SD F p eTa2 

Task-involving perceived 3.96 .59 4.17 .53 22.537 .000** .032 
Ego-involving perceived 2.83 .67 2.65 .74   12.531   .000** .018 
Autonomy 3.87 .66 3.78 .68     2.830   .093 .004 
Relationship with others 4.22 .66 4.34 .65     6.175   .013* .009 
Competition 4.01 .62 3.94 .61     2.564   .110 .004 
Fear of experiencing embarrassment 2.55 .93 2.68 .90     3.054   .081 .004 
Fear of devaluation of self 2.51 .91 2.47 .82       .248   .619 .000 
Fear of having an uncertain future 2.34 .91 2.19 .72     5.452   .020** .008 
Fear of losing the important interest of 
others 2.17 .98 1.79 .74   31.540   .000** .044 

Fear of disturbing important others 2.25 .97 1.90 .76 25.324   .000** .036 
M for box = 121.127 (F = 2.167) p = 0.000      
Wilks' Lambda (λ) = .856 (F = 11.299) p = 0.000; eTa2  = .144 

 

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, eTa2 = effect size. 
  
 

 

Table 6 Multivariate analysis of all variables according to players' playing category/age 

 
Cadet (14-15 

years old) 
Youth (16-17 

years old) 
   

 M SD M SD F p eTa2 

Task-involving perceived 4.15 .56 4.02 .58 6.057 .014* .009 
Ego-involving perceived 2.81 .69 2.73 .71 1.274 .259 .002 
Autonomy 3.77 .62 3.85 .68 1.850 .174 .003 
Relationship with others 4.34 .69 4.25 .65 2.243 .135 .003 
Competition 4.00 .63 3.98 .61 .170 .680 .000 
Fear of experiencing embarrassment 2.58 .96 2.61 .91 .163 .687 .000 
Fear of devaluation of self 2.51 .98 2.49 .85 .080 .777 .000 
Fear of having an uncertain future 2.29 .98 2.27 .80 .114 .736 .000 
Fear of losing the important interest 
of others 2.06 1.02 2.00 .88 .524 .470 .001 

Fear of disturbing important others 2.13 1.02 2.10 .88 .135 .713 .000 
M of box = 99.265 (F = 1.758) p = 0.000      
Wilks' Lambda (λ) = .970 (F = 2.082) p = 0.024; eTa2  = .030 

 

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, eTa2 = effect size  
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Discussion

The present study aimed to analyze the mo-
tivational climate perceived, basic psycholog-
ical needs, and fear of failure in adolescent 
athletes participating in collective sports 
clubs, according to gender and  game catego-
ry.

The first hypothesis proposed that the cor-
relations would be similar regardless of gen-
der, finding that the task-involving climate 
perceived would be positively correlated with 
basic psychological needs and negatively with 
fear of failure, unlike the climate towards 
competition. In this sense, speaking only of 
correlations, we corroborate studies such as 
that of Ruiz-Sánchez et al. (2017) with youth 
handball players (16-17 years), seeing the 
task correlated negatively with fear of failure 
and positively with ego. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that the influence of close agents 
such as the coach, is related to this fear of fail-
ure being a subjective emotion that depends 
largely on external factors (Pineda-Espejel et 
al., 2019) and that can be increased if there 
is a perception of a controlling style by the 
coach (Moreno-Murcia et al., 2019), which 
can have negative consequences in the form 
of an increase in sports anxiety (Correia &  
Rosado, 2018). 

In turn, highlighting the basic psychologi-
cal needs, it is evident how a climate where 
greater support from the coach is perceived 
allows for increasing satisfaction of the three 
basic psychological needs (Moreno-Murcia 
& Conte, 2011), supported by the finding of 
our study by this relationship with the task-in-
volving climate perceived. Although, it is 
very important to note that the results may 
be different between boys and girls in these 
relationships, as indicated by Gómez-Baya et 
al. (2018), the finding that the values of com-
petence and autonomy were higher in boys 

with no differences in girls, is important as 
well. In the present research, it was observed 
how, indeed, autonomy and competence 
were higher in boys, and, on the other hand, 
relatedness was higher in girls. It is therefore 
necessary to differentiate between the three 
psychological needs, given that, as Chen et al. 
(2019) indicate, the relationships with com-
petence and autonomy seem to be clear, but 
they are not completely delimited with re-
spect to relatedness.

Our results show that statistically significant 
differences were found between the satisfac-
tion of basic psychological needs and the fear 
of failure, especially in older players and in 
the psychological needs of competence and 
relationship with others. In relation to sex, 
the results show that there are statistically 
significant differences between both psycho-
logical variables, especially in boys, highlight-
ing the psychological needs of competence 
and relationship with others, which are relat-
ed to all the aversive causes of fear of failure. 
No other studies have been found that have 
analyzed both aspects in the field of sports, 
but an investigation was found in the physical 
education classroom environment. The study 
by Gómez-López et al. (2021) confirmed that 
the students’ perception of autonomy was re-
lated to a lower fear of losing the interest of 
others, while the perception of competence 
and the relationship with others was related 
to all aversive causes of fear of failure.

The second hypothesis proposed that girls 
would have a lower ego-involving climate 
and a higher task-involving climate, result-
ing in a lower fear of failure. In this sense, 
we corroborate the hypothesis as the study 
of Vazou et al. (2006) and unlike other stud-
ies that saw a lower fear of failure and/or a 
higher task-involving climate in boys, both in 
the sport context. This is noteworthy since for 
all fear-related variables (except experienc-
ing shame), the values in our research were 
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higher in boys. It is possible that this is due to 
the higher values in the ego-involving climate, 
taking into account the relationship between 
the ego-involving climate and fear of failure.  
This aspect is noteworthy since it seems that 
studies identify a higher ego-involving climate 
in boys (Gómez-López et al., 2019a) but in 
turn, as mentioned, they also have a lower 
fear of failure. This seems not to correspond 
with the positive correlation between both 
variables, making it necessary to expand and 
deepen further studies. Considering, how-
ever, that the fear of failure can have many 
negative consequences in the psychological 
field and sports performance (Gómez-López 
et al., 2019c; Sagar et al., 2009), it is advisi-
ble to measure and control for it in order to 
ensure optimal results in sport and adher-
ence. Finally, it should be noted that other 
research has not found differences according 
to sex (Galván et al., 2013; Møllerløkken et al., 
2017), therefore, it is a matter that remains 
to be investigated in order to reach accurate 
conclusions.

Finally, the third hypothesis proposed that 
younger athletes would have a higher task-in-
volving climate and a lower ego-involving 
climate, thus having a higher satisfaction of 
their basic psychological needs and a lower 
fear of failure. However, our study found no 
significant differences in the variables, only in 
the task-involving climate, which was higher 
in young people. This is similar to the study by 
Vazou et al. (2006) with athletes between 12 
and 17 years old where no differences were 
found. However, this author’s study (Vazou, 
2010) found years later that, if there were 
differences, it was that the older the age the 
higher the levels of ego-involving and the 
lower the task-involving climate, which partly 
corroborates our hypothesis again. Regarding 
the satisfaction of basic psychological needs, 
we found no differences in age, which con-
trasts with various investigations. Thus, Vieira 

et al. (2020) found that in basketball players, 
younger participants had a higher satisfaction 
of their basic psychological needs. The op-
posite occurs in the research of Parra-Plaza 
et al. (2018) with about 700 athletes, where 
the needs for autonomy and competence in-
creased over the years, with no differences in 
that of relatedness. 

The main limitations of our study are the 
age of the sample, given that in order to ana-
lyze the differences according to the category 
more differentiated samples could have been 
included (e.g., juniors or children) with ques-
tionnaires adapted to them. Moreover, the 
cross-sectional nature of the study makes it 
impossible to establish a causal relationship 
between the variables analyzed. Furthermore, 
we could have considered analyzing the mo-
tivation of athletes in terms of their relation-
ship with basic psychological needs, following 
the Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 
2000).

As future lines of research, we suggest ex-
tending the study sample to other sports, 
for example, contemplating individual sports 
to analyze the contrast between the two. In 
addition, to know the role of the coach as a 
fundamental element due to its relationship 
with the perception of autonomy and fear of 
failure in athletes in training (Conroy & Coats-
worth, 2007) is considered fundamental to 
understanding the underlying mechanisms. 
Finally, the use of instruments such as inter-
views to carry out a qualitative and quantita-
tive analysis at the same time may be indicat-
ed, even knowing the opinion of the coaches 
in order to assess their response in relation to 
the athletes.

 
Conclusions

We conclude that athletes who have a great-
er task-involving climate are those who in 
turn have a greater ability to resist the fear 
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of failure and a greater satisfaction of basic 
psychological needs, especially the need for 
relatedness.

On the other hand, differentiating accord-
ing to gender, girls have a greater task-involv-
ing climate, which also translates into a lower 
fear of failure, with this result having special 
relevance for coaches to promote a greater 
climate towards the task with its implications. 
It is important to highlight the consistency of 
the results through age, which concludes that 
the tendencies of the responses under the in-
fluence of the different motivational climates 
remain stable regardless of the sporting situa-
tions. Such circumstances are conditions that 
predispose athletes and should be taken into 
account by coaches in order to regulate their 
efforts to create the most appropriate motiva-
tional climates.

Finally, it is necessary to deepen research on 
the differences according to the educational 
stage, taking into account more extreme age 
values, such as the juvenile or infantile stage, 
which would correspond to the end of Prima-
ry Education and the beginning of Secondary 
Education, contrasting it with adult athletes 
or those finishing their formative stage.
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