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Motivation in Sport Psychology

Psychologists consider motivation to consist of two dimensions: intensity and direction.
Intensity is concerned with how activated or energized the person is, that is, how much
effort is being given to reach a certain goal.

Direction is concerned with choosing a goal. Psychologists talk about people
approaching or avoiding a task, and understanding why they do so. In sports, coaches
are frequently interested in knowing why a talented youngster will not play a particular
sport, or why someone quits the team. The answer to such questions lies in the goals of
the person.

Understanding the person’s needs, which are the bases of the person’s goals, is among
the most important aspects of motivation. Motivation has two sources, from inside the
person (intrinsic) and from outside the person (extrinsic).

People who are intrinsically motivated have an inner striving to be competent and self-
determining, to master the task, to be successful. These qualities of competence, self-
determination, mastery, and success are goals pursued by those who are intrinsically
motivated, and when achieved are their own rewards.

In sport, athletes who play the game because they love the game are intrinsically
motivated. They play for inner pride, which is what compels them to do their best even
when no one is watching.

Extrinsic motivation comes from other people through positive and negative
reinforcements. (Reinforcements are those things that increase or decrease the
likelihood of certain behaviors recurring)

These reinforcements may be tangible items, such as trophies or money, or intangible
items, such as praise and public recognition. When these reinforcements are received,
they are known as extrinsic rewards.




It is entirely possible, and most often likely, that athletes play sports for both intrinsic
and extrinsic rewards. However, the importance that each athlete assigns to these two
types of rewards can vary substantially. These individual differences are important for

coaches to understand
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