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ABSTRACT  The purpose of this investigation was to determine how athletes are generally motivated as well as
during practice and competitions. Two types of motivation can be identified: failure avoidance and the pursuit of
success.  Athletes (hockey, athletics and rugby) took part in the investigation. The results of the investigation
revealed that: Failure avoidance is significantly more prominent than the pursuit of success when it comes to sport
in general and during training sessions. As far as competition is concerned, the pursuit of success as a motivational
approach was significantly higher than the avoidance of failure. The avoidance of failure as a motivational
approach was significantly higher for males compared to female athletes. Grade 10 athletes displayed significantly
less failure avoidance than Grade 12 athletes. Athletes who participated in team sport showed a significantly higher
level of failure avoidance as a motivational approach compared to individual athletes.

INTRODUCTION

Motivation is an often used word, but one
that is not always clearly understood. As Rob-
erts (1992) states, “it is a regrettable fact that
motivation is a poorly understood phenome-
non in the trenches – the classroom, the audi-
torium, the workbench, the playing field, and
so forth…. But nowhere is the concept of moti-
vation more misunderstood than in sport”.
Motivation covers the whole spectrum of pur-
poseful behaviour and many aspects of the sub-
conscious behaviour of people. Motivation is a
multidimensional concept which makes it diffi-
cult to describe (Gericke 1991).  The literature
contains many descriptions and definitions of
motivation. Cratty (1989), for example, contends
that motivation “... denotes the factors and pro-
cesses that impel people to action or inaction
in various situations.” According to Silva and
Weinberg (1984), motivation refers “... to the
intensity and direction of behavior” and ac-
cording to Roberts (in Le Unes and Nation 1996)
motivation refers to “... those personality fac-
tors, social variables, and/or cognitions that
come into play when a person undertakes a
task at which he or she is evaluated, enters into
competition with others, or attempts to attain
some standard of excellence.”  The study of
motivation is thus a search for variables which
explain why people do what they do, and the
intensity with which they continue doing it.

The definitions of motivation that are most
widely accepted are those which refer to the
psychological processes involved in the direc-
tion, intensity and duration of peoples’ behav-
iour (Bergin et al. 1993). Motivation is an inner
impulse or intention which leads to behaviour
that is continually directed at a specific goal.  It
can be said that motivation produces the ener-
gy which inspires people (including athletes) to
commit themselves to certain actions and to stick
to these actions until their goals are fulfilled.
Within a sport context, such behaviour is dis-
played by those athletes who try harder, who
are more focussed, who can endure for longer
periods of time, pay more attention and who pre-
fer to train for longer periods of time (Roberts
1992). They perceive performance as instrumen-
tal to a sense of personal accomplishment and
strive for success or the attainment of desired
goals within a sporting environment (Khan et al.
2011).

Broadly speaking two types of motivation
can be distinguished namely intrinsic and ex-
trinsic motivation (Tazegül 2012).  In a sport envi-
ronment intrinsic motivation is directly related
to the nature of the sport activities (Jeffery and
Butryn 2012).  The way in which sport activities
appeal to athletes and provide them with oppor-
tunities to practise their skills, will have an ef-
fect on their intrinsic motivation, the importance
they place on such activities, and their level of
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participation.  Extrinsic motivation relates to re-
wards that are associated with athletes’ partici-
pation in sport and their level of performance.
Such rewards can be concrete (financial bene-
fits, sponsorships, trophies, medals) or they may
have a social facet to them, such as the support
and admiration from family members, team mates
and coaches or social status in the media (Soyer
2011).  In the literature, a distinction is also made
between two motivational orientations, namely,
a task orientation and an ego-orientation (Castil-
lo et al. 2009).  People who are predominantly
task orientated tend to judge their ability on the
basis of personal improvement and hard work,
while those who are predominantly ego-orien-
tated tend to define success using normative
criteria.  Their feelings of competence are there-
fore based on their ability to demonstrate supe-
rior performance when compared with others.

In a sport context, athletes who are task ori-
entated or ego-orientated will practise hard to
reach a required level but ego-orientated ath-
letes may avoid difficult challenges if they an-
ticipate failure (Gimeno and García-Mas 2010).
Various authors (Potgieter 2006; Sagar et al. 2007;
Sagar and Lavallee 2009) refer to the “motive to
approach success and the motive to avoid fail-
ure.”  According to the theory of achievement,
the motive to approach success or to avoid fail-
ure is present in every individual’s personality
(Potgieter 2006; Sagar and Lavallee 2009), and
the two motives exist independently of the oth-
er. The effect of one motive cannot be predict-
ed on the basis of the other, and they should
be seen as separate achievement-related dimen-
sions. The fear of failure does not necessarily
imply that the individual possesses no need to
achieve. However, very competitive people are
usually strongly motivated to strive for suc-
cess while poor competitors tend to avoid fail-
ure and possess a weak motive to achieve suc-
cess (Potgieter 2006).

Achievement-oriented sportspeople are en-
thusiastic competitors. They have a desire to
excel, are attracted to achievement situations in
sport, thrive on competition, enjoy challenges
and are generally not overly worried about fail-
ing. They also derive great satisfaction from
success. They set themselves high, but realistic
standards and are prepared to work hard for
long-term aims: in other words they are prepared
to delay short-term gratification. They tend to
work even harder when faced with temporary

setbacks and enjoy situations where there is an
optimal level of risk involved (Potgieter 2006).
Individuals who have a strong motive to avoid
failure usually experience high levels of anxiety
and stress (Tazegül 2013). They try to avoid
achievement situations such as competitive
sport. Although most achievement situations are
unpleasant for them, very easy tasks cause them
the less discomfort because their self-worth is
not so vulnerable in such circumstances. They
find challenging tasks threatening, and although
trying hard would increase the probability of
succeeding at difficult tasks, the fear of failure is
an overriding factor. They are afraid that failing,
after trying hard, may be perceived as incompe-
tence (Potgieter 2006; Conroy and Elliot 2007;
Sagar and Lavallee 2009). It is generally assumed
that an athlete who works hard because of the
threat of failure is not likely to achieve as much
as one who strives to achieve success (Cratty
1989). These two types of athletes will react dif-
ferently under the pressure of training and com-
petition and should be approached differently.

Although a considerable amount of research
has been done with regard to the role of motiva-
tion in sport in general (Weinberg 1982; Roberts
1992; Le Unes and Nation 1996; Vallerand and
Losier 1999; Murphy and Alexander 2000; Tollef-
son 2000; Weiner 2000; Cox 2007), less is known
about how failure avoidance or the pursuit of
success influences athletes’ motivation during
training or competitions (Rushall and Fox 1980).
By employing the Achievement Scale for Sport-
ing Environments (AMSSE), which distinguish-
es (amongst others things) between failure
avoidance and the pursuit of success during
training or competition, Vikander (in Henschen
and Straub 1993) found that swimmers who were
members of a national team exhibited a more suc-
cess-approach rather than a failure-avoidance
approach compared with swimmers at club lev-
el. In the same study, males exhibited a higher
success approach and a lower avoidance ap-
proach than females, which suggest that gender
differences may have an influence on people’s
achievement motivation.  Margolin and Vikander
(1990) conclude that achievement motivation
plays a significant role with regard to perfor-
mance in a competitive environment, although
other factors also come into play. Stallman et al.
(1990) measured failure avoidance and the suc-
cess approach among swimmers and divers dur-
ing various competitions using the AMSSE, but
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could not find any significant differences be-
tween the participants in the study.

Objectives of the Study

Based on the literature review an important
question remains to be answered: what charac-
terises the motivational approach of athletes - is
it mainly failure avoidance or the striving for
success?  The current study was undertaken in
an attempt to answer this question.  The first
objective of the investigation was to determine
whether athletes follow a success approach or a
failure avoidance approach with regard to sport
in general, during training, and during competi-
tions. The second objective was to determine
whether females and males differ regarding their
motivational approach. The third objective was
to determine whether a developmental pattern
exists, in other words, whether the motivational
approach of younger athletes differs from that of
older athletes.  The fourth objective was to es-
tablish whether the motivational approach of in-
dividual athletes differs from those who partici-
pate in team sport.    Given these objectives, the
following empirical investigation was carried out.

METHODOLOGY

Selection of Respondents

Senior secondary learners in Grade 10, 11 and
12, who have been participating in sport for a
number of years, were selected for this study.
An internet search was done to identify schools
which offer athletics, ladies hockey and rugby
within the Pretoria (South-Africa) area.  The rea-
son for selecting these particular sport types
was to include a team sport for men (rugby), a
team sport for females (ladies hockey) and a sport
where males and females participate individual-
ly (athletics).  The schools had to be in posses-
sion of basic sport facilities.  In total, 27 schools
were identified.  The schools were then ap-
proached and if a school was not willing to par-
ticipate, another school was selected.  In total,
20 schools voluntarily participated in the study.
In each school the athletes of only one type of
sport was involved.  This was done for two rea-
sons.  Firstly, the participation of a small group
of athletes would not disturb the daily activities
of a particular school and secondly, a small group

from various schools would make the sample
more representative than selecting participants
from only one or two schools.

In each of the selected schools, the teacher
or sport administrator responsible for athletics,
ladies hockey or rugby were asked to invite ath-
letes to a pre-arranged time and venue in order
to discuss their possible participation in the re-
search.  Those who were interested received
consent forms for their parents to complete
which would allow them to take part in the re-
search project.  A second occasion was then
arranged for the actual testing of those athletes
who had received permission to participate from
their parents.

In total, there were 254 participants: 162 males
and 92 females.  Of the 254 participants, 112 were
rugby players, 64 were lady hockey players while
78 took part in athletics.  As already mentioned
it was decided to use senior learners in Grade 10,
11 and 12 who have been participated in sport
for a number of years.  The average age of the
participants was 16.88 years with a standard
deviation of 0.98.  In total there were 56 Grade 10
learners, 110 Grade 11 learners and 88 Grade 12
learners.

Measuring Instrument

The Achievement Motivation Scale for
Sporting Environments (AMSSE), developed by
Fox (1977), was used in the investigation.  The
AMSSE scores provide information about two
approaches in sport motivation, namely, a striv-
ing for success or an avoidance of failure.  It
consists of 28 items.  Each item must be respond-
ed to on a four point scale: a. always (3 points);
b. frequently (2 points); c. sometimes (1 point);
d. never (0 points).  The reliability of the instru-
ment was calculated at 0.80, using the Kudar-
Richardson-20 formula (Rushall and Fox 1980).
The AMSSE yields six scores:

Success approach (MSO): this section mea-
sures an overall positive approach in sport. A
typical response from an athlete here would be:
“I always believe it is important to succeed in
achieving the goals that I set for myself in sport”
or “I always apply myself to do all things in my
sport as best as I can.”

Failure avoidance (MFO): this section mea-
sures an overall negative approach in sport. A
typical response from an athlete here would for
example be: “I always worry about goals and
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performance expectations in sport which seem a
little difficult to achieve” or “I always become
anxious when I encounter a problem in my sport
that I do not understand immediately.”

Success approach in Training (MST): this
section measures a positive approach in train-
ing situations.  An athlete with a positive atti-
tude towards training will respond in the follow-
ing way: “I always like to try new things in train-
ing even if they are not done by the most others
in my sport” or “I am always prepared to do my
best in training.”

Failure avoidance in Training (MFT): this
section measures negativity in training situa-
tions.  An athlete with a negative attitude to-
wards training will respond in the following way:
“I always dislike doing things in training which
I am not sure I will be able to do” or “I always
become anxious when I know I have to try new
things in training.”

Success approach in Competition (MSC):
this section measures a positive approach in
competitive situations.  An athlete with a posi-
tive attitude towards competition will respond
in the following way: “I always like situations in
competition where I can test my abilities” or “I
always like to compete even if the chance of
winning is small.”

Failure avoidance in Competition (MFC): this
approach measures negativity in competitive
situations. An athlete with a negative attitude
towards competition will respond in the follow-
ing way: “I am always afraid of failing in compe-
tition when I am left alone to prepare myself” or
“I always feel anxious about competing in new
situations.”

Procedure

The AMSSE originated in the USA and was
therefore first subjected to a pilot study con-
sisting of 20 South-African athletes to ensure
that the participants would be familiar with the
concepts in the questionnaire. No serious ob-
stacles were detected as far as the administra-
tion or the answering of the questionnaire was
concerned.  After the pilot study, the question-
naire was conducted in the schools which were
selected as part of the actual sample.  In each of
the schools the questionnaire was first dis-
cussed with teachers or sport administrators
who helped to administer the questionnaires
during school time. The athletes themselves

were then tested.  The structure of the question-
naire and the way in which it should be answered
were discussed with the participants.  Their anon-
ymous participation was once again guaranteed.
Participants were encouraged to clarify any un-
certainty by asking any of the test administra-
tors present. On average it took 30 minutes to
complete the questionnaire. The completed ques-
tionnaires were checked before the data was
captured for statistical analysis.

RESULTS

As pointed out earlier, there is uncertainty
about athletes’ motivational approach. Do they
follow a success approach or a failure avoid-
ance approach? This uncertainty applies to sport
in general, under training conditions and during
competitions. In order to get more clarity in this
regard, each learner’s success and avoidance of
failure approaches were measured in general, as
well as under training and competition condi-
tions.  Means were calculated and to ascertain
whether the means differed significantly, the t-
test for dependent groups was used in each in-
stance. The results are given in Table 1.

From the information in Table 1 it is evident
that the averages differ significantly between
athletes’ failure avoidance and their striving for
success approaches.  The average failure avoid-
ance, compared to pursuit of success, was sig-
nificantly higher for sport in general and during
practice sessions.  In the case of competition on
the other hand, the average striving for success
was significantly higher than failure avoidance.

To determine whether the motivation ap-
proaches of boys and girls differ significantly

Table 1: Motivational differences of respondents

Variable  N Mean    SD     t-
 values

Success approach in 15.54 3.65
  sport (in general)
Failure avoidance in 254  30.01  4.45 34.14*

  sport (in general)
Success approach in 15.58 3.71
  training
  Failure avoidance in 254  24.28  3.84 22.15*

  training
Success approach in 32.77 3.73
  competition
Failure avoidance in 254  19.81  5.13 36.88*

  competition
*p < 0.01
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with regard to sport in general, during training
or in a competition context, the respective means
were calculated. To ascertain whether the means
differed significantly, the t-test for independent
groups was used in each instance. The results
are given in Table 2.

In all instances there was a significant differ-
ence between the averages of males and females.
According to the analysis, male athletes are sig-
nificantly more motivated by failure avoidance
than female athletes.  This was the case for sport
in general, during training and in a competition
context.  Put differently, females are significant-
ly more motivated by the pursuit of success in
sport than are males.

The objective of the investigation was also
to try to establish a developmental pattern with

regard to the motivational approach of athletes.
For this reason the motivational approach of ath-
letes in general, in a training context and in a
competition context were compared for Grades
10, 11 and 12 learners. The means of each grade
was calculated. In order to determine whether
the means differed significantly, an analysis of
variance was performed in each instance. The
results appear in Table 3.

Table 3 indicates that there are significant
differences between the mean motivational ap-
proaches of Grade 10, 11 and 12 athletes as far
as failure avoidance is concerned. This applies
to sport in general, during training sessions and
during competitions. No significant differences
were found with regard to striving for success.
Bonferonni t-tests were performed to determine

Table 2: Motivational differences between males and females

Variable Gender   N    Mean     SD  t-values

Success Approach in Sport (In General) Males 162 14.93 3.27 3.66
Females 92 16.63 4.05

Failure Avoidance in Sport (In General) Males 162 30.54 4.47 2.53
Females 92 29.09 4.32

Success Approach in Training Males 162 15.15 3.30 2.50
Females 92 16.35 4.26

Failure Avoidance in Training Males 162 24.95 3.97 3.76*

Females 92 23.11 3.34
Success Approach in Competition Males 162 14.44 3.38 5.23

Females 92 16.87 3.84
Failure Avoidance in Competition Males 162 33.52 5.23 3.13

Females 92 31.46 4.72
*p < 0.05; in all other instances p < 0.01

Table 3: Differences between mean scores of grades in term of measured motivational factors

Grade    N     Mean  SD F-value

Success in Sport (In General) 10 56 15.89 3.14 F(2.251) = 0.42 p > 0.05
11 110 15.35 3.87
12 88 15.57 3.72

Failure Avoidance in Sport (In General) 10 56 28.61 3.14 F(2.251) = 4.43 p < 0.05
11 110 30.07 3.87
12 88 30.84 3.72

Success Approach in Training 10 56 15.21 3.14 F(2.251) = 0.40 p > 0.05
11 110 15.76 3.87
12 88 15.90 3.72

Failure Avoidance in Training 10 56 23.07 3.14 F(2.251) = 6.03 p < 0.01
11 110 24.12 3.87
12 88 25.27 3.72

Success Approach in Competition 10 56 15.68 3.14 F(2.251) = 0.84 p > 0.05
11 110 14.98 3.87
12 88 15.52 3.72

Failure Avoidance in Competition 10 56 31.18 3.14 F(2.251) = 4.12 p < 0.05
11 110 32.87 3.87
12 88 33.66 3.72
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between which specific grades significant dif-
ferences occurred as far as failure avoidance was
concerned. (Any t-value larger than 2.41 [df =
251] indicated a significant difference on the 5%
level.) In all three instances (MFO, MFT and
MFC) Grade 10 athletes displayed a significant-
ly lower level of failure avoidance compared with
Grade 12 athletes. It would therefore appear that
older athletes are more inclined to follow a fail-
ure avoidance approach.

In order to ascertain whether the motivational
approaches of individual athletes (in athletics)
differ from those taking part in a team (rugby
and hockey), the respective means were calcu-
lated for motivation in sport in general, in a train-
ing context as well as in a competition context.
The t-test for independent groups was used in
each instance to determine whether the means
differed significantly.  To eliminate the influence
of gender (for which motivational differences

have already been indicated), boys taking part
in athletics were compared with rugby-playing
boys, and girls taking part in athletics were com-
pared with hockey-playing girls. The results are
depicted in Tables 4 and 5.

From Tables 4 and 5 it seems that athletes
who take part in a team are motivated to a much
larger extent by avoiding failure than athletes
who take part as individuals. This applies to
sport in general, during training sessions and
during competitions.

DISCUSSION

The first aim of the investigation was to de-
termine whether athletes follow a success ap-
proach or a failure avoidance approach with re-
gard to sport in general, under training condi-
tions and during competitions.  According to

Table 4: Motivational differences between boys taking part in athletics (as individuals) and those taking
part in rugby (team sport)

Variable     Sport (males)     N    Mean     SD    t-values

Success Approach in Sport (In General) Athletics 44 14.77 2.71
Rugby 112  14.96 3.54 0.32

Failure Avoidance in Sport (In General) Athletics 44 29.14 4.25
Rugby 112 30.98 4.54 2.39*

Success Approach in Training Athletics 44 15.13 2.67
Rugby 112 15.14 3.67 0.01

Failure Avoidance in Training Athletics 44 23.82 4.18
Rugby 112 25.30 3.89 2.10*

Success Approach in Competition Athletics 44 14.05 2.35
Rugby 112 14.45 3.71 0.80

Failure Avoidance in Competition Athletics 44 31.77 5.69
Rugby 112 34.07 5.00 2.48*

*p < 0.05

Table 5: Motivational differences between girls taking part in athletics (as individuals) and those
taking part in hockey (team sport)

Variable                                                      Sport   N     Mean         SD     t-values
                                                                (females)

Success Approach in Sport (In General) Athletics 34 16.59 3.85 0.08
Hockey 58 16.55 4.19

Failure Avoidance in Sport (In General) Athletics 34 27.88 4.95 1.95*

Hockey 58 30.06 3.77
Success Approach in Training Athletics 34 15.94 3.85 0.70

Hockey 58 16.59 4.50
Failure Avoidance in Sport Athletics 34 22.00 3.58 2.951*

Hockey 58 23.76 3.01
Success Approach in Competition Athletics 34 17.24 3.64 0.70

Hockey 58 16.66 4.00
Failure Avoidance in Competition Athletics 34 29.71 5.59 2.57*

Hockey 58 32.48 3.83
*p < 0.05
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the results, secondary school athletes follow a
failure avoidance approach rather than a drive
for success approach in sport in general and
during training sessions.  Three possible expla-
nations can be offered for this phenomenon.
Firstly, according to Sagar and Lavallee (2009),
athletes often increase their amount of training
in an effort to ensure success.  However, this
does not guarantee that specific skills will be
improved and that goal attainment will become
more probable.  If athletes do not attain their
goals, despite the maximising of their efforts,
they start doubting their sport skills which can
result in an avoidance approach.  Secondly, it is
possible that the higher incidence of failure avoid-
ance during training could be ascribed to train-
ers who put constant pressure on athletes to
improve.  Thirdly, there is also the fear of not
being selected for a team if one fails to impress
during training sessions.  This fear of making
mistakes and not being able to impress others
(for example, spectators, parents or peers) might
be so intense, that it becomes an overall pattern
or approach to sport in general.

In contrast to higher failure avoidance dur-
ing training sessions, the average striving for
success was significantly higher during compe-
tition.  One would actually expect higher levels
of anxiety during competition (and thus a higher
fear for failure), but, according to the results of
the current investigation, this was not the case.
It is possible that the expectation to achieve
during competition, the possibility of rewards
and acknowledgements, the support of specta-
tors and the general positive spirit which domi-
nates at competitions, motivate athletes to fol-
low a success approach rather than a failure
avoidance approach.

It was also found that male school athletes,
in contrast to females, were significantly more
motivated by a failure avoidance approach.  This
was true of sport in general, during training and
during competition. A possible explanation for
this phenomenon might be that females partici-
pating in sport have a greater internal locus of
control and are more intrinsically motivated than
males (Kleiber and Hemmer 1981; Anshel 2003;
Rintaugu and Ngetich 2012). They are therefore
more likely to be spurred on by the pursuit of
success in sport than by a fear of the opinions
of others, in other words, a fear of failure (Horn
2002). The fact that girls develop faster emo-
tionally and physically than boys (Hamacheck

1995; Anshel 2003; Ormrod 2006; Woolfolk 2007;
McDevitt and Ormrod 2010) may also contrib-
ute to their taking part in sport with more self-
confidence, and consequently with less fear of
the outcomes or the opinions of others. Gill
(1986), for example, reports that boys are more
upset than girls at losing and are more concerned
with winning.  Males were much higher in pride
after a win and lower in shame after loss com-
pared to females.  Females thus appear to be
less oriented to competitive structures, more
open to cooperation, and less affected by win/
loss outcomes than males. Weinberg and Jack-
son (1979) and Horn (2002) found that success/
failure noticeably affected males’ interest and
their sense of excitement and enjoyment, where-
as females were more consistent in their respons-
es. Lastly, gender-biased coaches who coach
all-girls teams may hold lower standards of per-
formance  for their athletes (based on the belief
that girls cannot achieve as much as boys in
sport) and therefore expect less from the girls
than from the boys, which  leads to less pres-
sure and anxiety for all-girls teams (Horn 2002).

As far as younger and older learners were
concerned, no significant differences were found
with regard to striving for success.  However,
Grade 10 athletes displayed a significantly low-
er average for failure avoidance compared with
Grade 12 athletes. It would therefore appear that
older athletes are more inclined to follow a fail-
ure avoidance approach. A possible explanation
for this finding is that Grade 12 athletes tend to
be more in the limelight owing to their status or
position in the school, and are therefore more
aware of the opinions or views of others. Grade
10 learners are less worried about their status
and do not care as much about the results of
their participation in sports. The younger ath-
letes do not always take their sports as serious-
ly as the older athletes (Anshel 2003), which
means that they place less pressure on them-
selves, and this consequently reduces their fear
of failure. Because of their school work load,
older athletes find it difficult to perform well in
and out of the classroom, which causes stress
and increases their fear of failure (Cox 2007).  The
influence of parents (Sagar and Lavallee 2010)
and that of the coach on the younger athlete’s
approach to sport cannot be underestimated ei-
ther. For instance, Cox (2007) refers to improved
coaching methods which give rise to more satis-
faction and less fear among younger athletes.
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Finally, it was found that secondary school
athletes taking part in team events are signifi-
cantly more motivated by failure avoidance in
general, during training and during competitions,
than secondary school athletes taking part as
individuals.  It is difficult to explain this phe-
nomenon, given the dearth of literature on the
subject.  It is possible that athletes who partici-
pate in a team are under more pressure to per-
form than is generally perceived.  The athletes
in a team experience the fear that failure of the
team might be blamed on them as individual
members.  Furthermore, to gain recognition in
team sports, individual athletes not only have
to challenge their opponents but also their team
mates.  It appears that this factor causes team
sport athletes to be in a situation where they are
constantly challenged as far as their position in
the team is concerned which puts more pressure
on them to perform well (Kajbafnezhad et al. 2011).

CONCLUSION

From the literature, it is reasonable to con-
clude that athletes follow different motivational
approaches.  Over and above an intrinsic/extrin-
sic approach or a task orientation/ego-orienta-
tion approach, striving for success versus failure
avoidance could be considered as another possi-
ble approach which athletes may follow.  From
the results of the empirical investigation it seems
that striving for success and avoidance of failure
as a motivational approach differ between ath-
letes in a general sport context, in a training con-
text and in a competition context.  Gender, age
and the nature of the sport (individual or team
sport) also have an effect on whether athletes
adopt a success/ failure avoidance approach.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is important that school coaches should
acquaint themselves with the concept of “moti-
vational approach in sport”. They should ask
themselves questions such as: what is it that
motivates athletes and what is my role as a coach
in this regard?  Am I promoting a success ap-
proach or a failure avoidance approach?  If I pro-
mote a failure avoidance approach which strate-
gies can I apply to change the situation and
which factors should I keep in mind?  From the
results of this investigation a few specific recom-
mendations can be put forward to coaches:

Make athletes aware that intensified train-
ing does not guarantee immediate results
and, should mistakes recur this should ini-
tiate a new training cycle rather than an
avoidance approach.
Do not set unrealistic goals for athletes or
place unnecessary pressure on them.  If they
fear that they cannot meet certain require-
ments, this may well result in their adopting
an avoidance approach.
The ego component of male athletes and
senior athletes should be dealt with profes-
sionally.  Although the opinion of signifi-
cant others cannot be ignored in a sport
context, it should not dominate the way in
which athletes approach their participation
in sport.
The social relationships between team mem-
bers and the influence of team members on
an athlete’s performance should be moni-
tored. Athletes who participate in team sport
are more inclined to follow a failure avoid-
ance approach.
Team selection should be as transparent as
possible. Uncertainty of not being selected
or not knowing the selection criteria may
result in fear of failure which in turn will
have an effect on the motivational approach
of team members.
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