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Relationship of Motivational Climate to Performance Among NCAA Division 1 Men’s Basketball 57 

Players 58 

Abstract 59 

This study examined the relationships between Division I men’s basketball players’ 60 

perceptions of the motivational climate on their team to various basketball outcomes, perceived 61 

support from coaches, teammates, and motivational responses. Participants were 19 Division I 62 

men’s basketball players’ who were predominantly African-American (89.47%, Mage = 20.74). 63 

Three canonical correlations examined the relationships between climate variables (i.e., caring, 64 

task, and ego) and motivational climate via (a) performance outcomes; (b) motivational 65 

variables; and (c) support variables. Analysis indicated that athletes that perceived a greater 66 

caring/task-involving climate were positively associated with (1) performance; (2) motivational 67 

variables; and (3) support variables. Additionally, perceptions of an ego climate resulted in lower 68 

performance outcomes as well as negative associations with motivational and support variables.  69 
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Relationship of Motivational Climate to Performance Among NCAA Division 1 Men’s 113 

Basketball Players 114 

A form of entertainment that annually generates billions of dollars in revenue, college 115 

athletics are big business in the United States. In recent years, college athletic programs annually 116 

generated about $6.1 billion from ticket sales, radio and television receipts, alumni contributions, 117 

guarantees, royalties and NCAA distributions. Another $5.3 billion, considered allocated 118 

revenue, came from institutional student fees allocated to athletics, direct and indirect 119 

institutional support, and direct government support. In fact, much of the NCAA’s revenue 120 

derives from a contract, extended recently, where CBS Sports and Turner paid $8.8 billion for an 121 

8-year extension of the total rights to the NCAA Men’s Basketball Tournament, furthering their 122 

14 year, $10.8 billion initial agreement (NCAA.org). While professional football remains the 123 

dominant sport in the US, with the Super Bowl universally acknowledged as the biggest sporting 124 

event of the year, the post-season tournament for college men’s basketball, commonly known as 125 

March Madness, produces higher overall viewership than even the Super Bowl. The Super Bowl 126 

generates around $400 million in advertising revenue; however, the NCAA tournament produces 127 

over $1.2 billion in advertising revenue. Premier college basketball programs including the 128 

University of Kansas, North Carolina, Louisville, Duke University and others have valuations 129 

that range into the hundreds of millions of dollars, with a recent estimate placing Louisville as 130 

the most valuable at over $300 million (Beaton, 2016). While players are, at this time, not 131 

financially compensated for their efforts (excluding tuition, housing, and meals) coaches of the 132 

previously mentioned programs can command several million a year in salary. Mike Krzyzewski, 133 

head coach for Duke University, makes over $7 million a year base salary which does not 134 

include bonuses and outside sponsorship which often includes millions more a year.  135 
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It comes as no surprise then that the pressure placed on men’s college basketball players 136 

is immense. Often, they are placed under an intense media and social spotlight, expected to 137 

produce extraordinary results for their respective universities. The Drake Group, founded to 138 

oppose commercialism in college sports, stated that big-time college sport has become deeply 139 

embedded in American culture because of its commercial entertainment aspect (Sack, 2009). 140 

Players with elite level skill often find their way to the National Basketball Association (NBA), 141 

the pinnacle organization of professional basketball, or professional leagues in Europe and Asia 142 

to name a few. In these leagues, players can command salaries and endorsement contracts worth 143 

tens and hundreds of millions of dollars.  144 

Cleary the stakes are high and the potential rewards are great for Division I athletes, and 145 

athletes and coaches at this level are focused on how to maximize performance. There is 146 

considerable interest in the field of sports psychology in examining how best to optimize 147 

conditions for athletes to reach their full potential. One theoretical framework that has been 148 

extensively studied is Nicholls’ Achievement Goal Perspective Theory (AGPT). Nicholls 149 

suggested that two distinct climates could be created in achievement settings such as sport. In a 150 

task-involving climate, athletes perceive that their coach emphasizes effort, improvement, and 151 

mastery; fosters cooperation amongst teammates; encourages all athletes to realize that they play 152 

an important role in the team; and conveys that mistakes are part of the learning process. In 153 

contrast, Nicholls’ describes an ego-involving climate where the coach punishes mistakes; 154 

encourages rivalry amongst teammates; gives the majority of praise and recognition to a few 155 

standout athletes; and overall recognizes normative ability and performance outcomes as a gauge 156 

of the team’s success.  More recently, an additional aspect of the climate has been identified. 157 

Newton, Fry, Watson, Gano-Overway, Kim, Magyar, & Guivernaur (2007) suggested that 158 
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perceptions of a caring climate should be considered in line with features of a task-involving 159 

climate. They defined a caring climate as one where athletes feel the environment is 160 

interpersonally inviting, safe, supportive, and can provide the experience of being valued and 161 

respected. In line with Nicholls’ theory and the caring climate framework, it is suggested that a 162 

caring/task-involving climate is most likely to result in positive cognitive, affective and 163 

behavioral motivational responses. In contrast, ego-involving climates are predicted to elicit 164 

more adverse responses among athletes.  165 

Research has provided considerable support for the tenets of Nicholls’ theory and the 166 

caring climate framework. Athletes by their very nature are often placed in situations where 167 

highly competitive scenarios can produce positive or negative effects. In a study of 106 youth 168 

figure skaters competing in a regional competition, those that focused on their task and personal 169 

performance goals, rather than normative comparison with their peers, were found to have lower 170 

stress prior to competition (Vealey & Campbell, 1988). As a negative effect, stress can be 171 

debilitating to an athlete’s performance and the minimization of it should be a priority in any 172 

athletic environment. Hogue, Fry, M., Fry, A., (2013) found that in a randomized juggling trial, 173 

where participants learned to juggle, those who were placed in an ego-involving climate reported 174 

feeling significant levels of stress, as well as anxiety, shame, and self-consciousness. In contrast, 175 

those placed in a caring/task-involving climate enjoyed the activity more, had more self-176 

confidence in their ability, and most importantly as it relates to performance, put forth better 177 

effort. In addition, a caring/task-involving climate has also been associated with athletes being 178 

more engaged in their practice and competition and less so when perceiving an ego-involving 179 

climate (Iwasaki & Fry, 2016). 180 
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While research has supported the benefits of athletes perceiving a caring/task-involving 181 

climate, it should follow that performance should be greater in these climates as well. While 182 

limited research has examined a direct link from these climates to performance outcomes, there 183 

is emerging evidence that fostering a caring/task-involving climate may improve positive 184 

performance outcomes while limiting negative performance characteristics. Recently, Reinboth 185 

and Duda (2016), using male and female undergraduates from a large British university, found 186 

numerous outcomes in support of this using several different simulations during 8-minute 187 

cycling trials. Of note, riders that were placed in a task-involving scenario rode over 300 meters 188 

further in the span of 8-minutes than those that were placed in an ego-involving climate. Further, 189 

riders who were placed in a task-involving condition performed at a high level, regardless of 190 

whether they believed they won or lost, while those in an ego-involving condition performed 191 

significantly worse than those who believed they won in the same condition. Looking at a period 192 

of time longer than 8-minutes, researchers found that over the course of a season, elite youth 193 

Dutch soccer players who perceived themselves to be in a task-involving environment showed 194 

performance improvement, even whilst being in a highly ego-involving environment with youths 195 

who were poised for professional soccer careers (Van-Yperen & Duda, 1999). In terms of overall 196 

performance, athletes who drop out of their sport due to burnout or other motivational factors 197 

could be said to suffer a great deal of negative performance outcomes. Indeed, perceptions of a 198 

less task-involving and more ego-involving climate led to diminished performance in the study 199 

of female handballers over the course of 21 months. Handballers who perceived their coach to be 200 

less task-involving were more likely to report intentions and following through with the act of 201 

dropping out (Sarrazin, Vallerand, Guillet, Pelletier, & Cury, 2002).   202 
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With these studies and growing evidence, it is clear that research is emerging to show a 203 

link between caring/task-involving climates and performance. An interesting group to study is 204 

Division I basketball players where the stakes are high. The purpose of this study was to examine 205 

the relationship between NCAA Division I men’s basketball player’s perceptions of the climate 206 

on their team to their basketball performance outcomes. It was hypothesized that athletes who 207 

perceived a greater caring/task-involving climate would have greater performance outcomes 208 

regarding assists, steals, points produced, box plus minus and win share, with fewer personal 209 

fouls.  210 

Method 211 

Participants 212 

 Male college basketball players (N = 19) between the ages of 17 and 23 (Mage = 20.74, 213 

SD = 1.59) from Division I accredited universities were presented with an optional survey. 214 

Players were freshman (21.05%), sophomores (21.05%), juniors (36.84%), and seniors (21.05%). 215 

The sample was mostly African-American/Black (89.47%) with the remaining (10.53%) athletes 216 

identifying as Caucasian/White. One athlete had redshirted and there were no transfers. Three 217 

athletes were excluded, one due to an early season ending injury and two due to insignificant 218 

playing time, all playing less than 150 minutes for the season.  219 

Measures 220 

Demographics 221 

Athletes identified their age, race, class (e.g., freshman), years of college basketball 222 

played (been eligible to compete), and years with current team. In addition, athletes indicated 223 

whether they had redshirted, as well as transferred schools.  224 
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Climate Variables 225 

Caring climate. The Caring Climate Scale (CCS) was used to examine the perceptions of 226 

elements contributing to a caring climate (i.e., respect, support, concern) during the basketball 227 

season. Athletes responded to the 13-items on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 228 

strongly agree). The scale focuses on how supportive and receptive the players and coaches are 229 

within the context of a basketball season and how much players feel valued and accepted by 230 

other players and coaches. A sample CSS item is, “The coaches want to get to know all the 231 

players.” (Newton et al., 2007). 232 

Perceived motivational climate. The Perceived Motivational Climate in Sport 233 

Questionnaire (PMCSQ-1) was used to examine the player’s perceptions of the motivational 234 

climate during the basketball season. The 21-item questionnaire contains task-involving (9 items) 235 

and ego-involving (12 items) scales. Athletes responded to the 21-items on a 5-point scale (1 = 236 

strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The stem is “On this team…” and sample items include, 237 

“the coaches made it apparent who they thought were the most skilled players” (ego) and “the 238 

coaches encouraged players to help each other” (task), (Seifriz, J., Duda, J., & Chi, L., 1992). 239 

For the purposes of this study, one task item was removed that was not relevant for this sample. 240 

(i.e., On this team, most athletes get to play in the games.) 241 

Additional variables. For the purposes of this study, seven additional items were created 242 

by the researchers to assess the athletes’ perceptions of their personal experience with the team. 243 

These items were grouped into two categories labeled motivation and support. The motivation 244 

variables were: “I am very confident in my basketball ability.”, “Playing for this team is 245 

stressful.”, “I have fun playing on this team.”, and “I always give my best effort on this team.” 246 
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The support variables were: “My coaches believe in me.”, “My teammates believe in me.”, and 247 

“I will support my university for life.” Participants responded to these questions with a 5-point 248 

response scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) and each item was 249 

considered as a single variable. 250 

Basketball Outcome 251 

The website, Sports Reference, specifically the college basketball sub-domain, was used 252 

for finding the season statistics necessary to for the purposes of this study. (Sports Reference.) 253 

 All basketball performance variables for this study were measured per 100 possessions. 254 

Per possession statistics are readily available to the public and are the accepted standard for 255 

analyzing basketball statistics regarding player and team performance.  As recently as the 2014-256 

15 season, the average number of possessions per game was 72. (NCAA.com, B. M., 2015) For 257 

comparison purposes, extrapolating each player’s performance statistics to 100 possessions, a 258 

more accurate judgment can be made.  259 

Assists. In basketball, an assist is attributed to a player who passes the ball to a teammate 260 

in a manner that results in a score by completing a field goal. The scorekeeper identifies assists 261 

and it is a judgment call. 262 

Personal Fouls. In basketball, a personal foul is a violation of the rules that govern 263 

personal contact with opposing players. These types of fouls are at the judgment of the referees 264 

governing the contest. 265 

Points Produced. An advanced analytic, points produced is a measure of offensive points 266 

produced by a player during a game (or in our case per 100 possessions). Specifically, it includes 267 

items such as field goals made, number of assists, and free throws made.  268 
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Steals. A steal occurs in basketball when a defensive player causes a turnover, legally, by 269 

using his or her abilities to “steal” the ball away from the opposing player. A steal can occur 270 

several ways such as an athlete intercepting a pass between teammates, swiping/lunging for the 271 

ball while it is in the possession of an opposing player, etc. 272 

Win Share. A statistic that is awarded to individual players, win share reflects each 273 

athlete’s contribution to his or her team’s success. It is calculated by using player, team and 274 

league statistics. Things such as a player’s turnovers, the number of points produced by each 275 

player, offensive possessions a player participated in and other variables comprise the win share 276 

formula. 277 

Box Plus Minus. Box plus minus is a box score based analytic for evaluating players’ 278 

skill, ability, and contribution to their team. It relies on player’s box score statistics and their 279 

team’s overall performance to estimate an individual player’s performance relative to the league 280 

average. 281 

Procedure 282 

With permission granted from the institutional review board, coaches were contacted via 283 

email, phone, and personal contact in an attempt to recruit athletes to take part in the survey. An 284 

online survey was created and the link provided to each coach who then disseminated it to their 285 

players. Athletes were able to use either their phone or personal computer to complete the 286 

survey. Athletes provided their consent via an information statement that preceded the actual 287 

online survey. By providing their name, necessary to link their answers to their performance 288 

statistics, they agreed to take part in the study. Athletes were informed that their participation 289 

was optional, their coaches would not know who participated in the study, and their answers 290 
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would remain anonymous. Athletes completed the survey at the conclusion of their seasons. The 291 

survey took around 5 minutes to complete.  292 

Results 293 

 Alpha Cronbach reliability coefficients were calculated for the three climate scales and 294 

indicated acceptable reliability (> .75). The means and standard deviations for all the variables 295 

are presented in Table 1. Mean scores for the climate scales indicated that athletes perceived a 296 

high caring/task-involving climate and moderately ego-involving climate on their teams. In 297 

addition, their basketball performance outcomes reflect a high ability level as expected with 298 

these elite Division I athletes. Regarding the individual motivation items, athletes reported that 299 

they give high effort, enjoy playing on their team, have high confidence in their basketball 300 

ability, and have a moderate amount of stress playing for their team. For the individual support 301 

items, athletes indicated (a) their coaches and teammates provide them strong support, and (b) 302 

they will support their university beyond their collegiate careers. 303 

Pearson correlations were conducted to examine the relationship between the climate 304 

scales to the basketball performance outcome, motivation, and support variables, and are 305 

presented in Table 1. Because the sample size was low, the decision was made to consider p-306 

values of .1 and below as significant.  307 

Athletes’ perceptions of a caring and task-involving climate were positively and 308 

significantly associated with assists, and negatively and significantly associated with personal 309 

fouls. In contrast, perceptions of an ego-involving climate were significantly and negatively 310 

associated with assists. The relationship between athletes’ perceptions of a task-involving 311 

climate to points produced (p = .14), steals (p = .15) and win share (p = .17) were positive and 312 
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approached significance. In a similar vein, athletes’ perceptions of an ego-involving climate were 313 

negative and approached significance with points produced (p = .19), win share (p = .13) and box 314 

plus minus (p = .16).  315 

With regard to the motivational variables, perceptions of a caring and task-involving 316 

climate were positively and significantly associated with athlete’s reporting greater fun, while 317 

fun was negatively correlated with perceptions of an ego-involving climate. The only other 318 

significant correlation with the motivational variables was the positive association between 319 

athletes’ perceptions of a caring climate with their reported effort. The negative relationship 320 

between athletes’ perceptions of an ego-involving climate and their stress approached 321 

significance (p = .11). Finally, perceptions of a task-involving climate were positively and 322 

significantly associated with athletes’ indicating (a) their coaches and their teammates believe in 323 

them, and (b) they will support their university throughout their lives.  324 

Three canonical correlations were run to examine the relationships between the climate 325 

variables to (a) the basketball performance outcomes; (b) the motivational variables; and (c) the 326 

support variables. Results of the first canonical model revealed one significant function (L = .45, 327 

F(6) = 2.32, p = .06). The canonical correlation was .70 with .49 overlapping variance. The 328 

loadings indicated that when athletes perceived a highly caring/task-involving climate with a 329 

deemphasis on the ego-involving features of the climate, they, in turn, had more assists and 330 

fewer personal fouls.  331 

The second canonical model also revealed one function that approached significance (L = 332 

.27, F(30) = 1.68, p = .12). The canonical correlation was .78 with .61 overlapping variance. The 333 

loadings revealed that athlete’s perceptions of a high caring/task-involving climate with low ego-334 
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involving climate was positively associated with fun and effort and negatively associated with 335 

stress related to playing on their team.  336 

The third canonical model was not significant but is being reported because loadings 337 

were the theoretically predicted direction (L = .44, F(9) = .143, p = .21). The canonical correlation 338 

was .69 with .47 overlapping variance. An examination of the loadings revealed that athlete’s 339 

high perceptions of a caring and task-involving climate were positively associated with their 340 

belief that their coaches and teammates provide them strong support and they will continue to 341 

support their university as they become alumni.  342 

Discussion 343 

 This study examined the relationship between Division I men’s basketball players’ 344 

perceptions of the climate on their team to their performance outcomes. A secondary purpose 345 

was to examine their climate perceptions to their motivational responses and perceived support. 346 

Partial support was obtained for the hypothesized relationships, discussed below.  347 

 With respect to the relationship between athletes’ perceptions of the climate to their 348 

performance variables, significant relationships emerged. As hypothesized, athletes who perceive 349 

a greater caring/task-involving climate had significantly more assists as well as significantly 350 

fewer personal fouls. Additionally, athletes who perceived an ego-involving climate had fewer 351 

assists.  352 

 As has been asserted, coaches are largely responsible for the team climate and posed by 353 

Moore (1970), “The chief concern of the coach is the establishment of a spirit of willingness to 354 

work within the group” (p. 152). Regarding an assist as a performance variable, there is no 355 

greater basketball statistic to use as a measure of teamwork, as assists are an act of unselfishness 356 
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requiring a unified act between two players in order for its execution (Melnick, 2001). Being that 357 

athletes who perceive a caring climate report positive attitudes towards their fellow teammates, 358 

one could infer that the boost in assists is due to this attitude. Fisher, Bejar, Larsen, Fynes and 359 

Gearity (2017), in their interviews with Division I head coaches, found the coaches believed it 360 

necessary to implement caring behaviors towards their athletes in order to maximize their team’s 361 

success, citing reasons such as good teamwork as the reason for this success. As the athletes in 362 

the study had greater assists when in a caring/task-involving climate, it is important to note that 363 

when perceiving an ego-involving climate, assists went down. A common benchmark of season 364 

success in college basketball is reaching the Final Four in the NCAA men’s basketball post-365 

season tournament. It is a difficult task with only 4 of the 68 teams invited to the post-season 366 

tournament reaching this stage (5.59% of the teams). It is noteworthy that three of the four teams 367 

in the most recent 2017 Final Four were ranked in the top 11 schools of 351 teams nationally in 368 

Division I for season assist totals (2016-17 School Stats). The eventual National Champion, the 369 

North Carolina Tar Heels, were the second-ranked team in the nation in total assists. The 370 

importance of assists established, it follows that in a caring climate where athletes are team 371 

players and perceive that they have great support, assists would be a performance variable that is 372 

higher in this climate. Additionally, in a task-involving climate athletes want their team to be the 373 

best and for everyone to feel like they play an important role. Also, as ego-involving behaviors 374 

such as worrying about one’s own success are inhibitive of creating an assist, it is evident that an 375 

ego climate might reduce the number of assists occurring across a season.  376 

 The highest correlation among the climate scales and all variables was the reduced 377 

number of personal fouls for those athletes perceiving a task-involving climate. While personal 378 

fouls are a judgment of the referees officiating the game, player’s attitudes are one of the 379 
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significant factors in how many fouls they receive during a contest. This makes fouls a potential 380 

climate-related variable in that in line with caring/task-involving climates, those players that 381 

share in the team concepts of these climates may be less predisposed to foul an opponent. Fouls 382 

may occur less when caring/task-involving features are evident as fouls are seen by coaches and 383 

players as mistakes. A feature of task-involving environments is that mistakes are a part of 384 

learning and that the emphasis is on effort rather than result. Research by Iwasaki and Fry 385 

(2016), lends support to this in that players who perceive themselves to be in a task-involving 386 

environment may find it easier to be in the moment, let go of mistakes, and keep trying hard. 387 

Additionally, fouls are often committed due to frustration and sometimes occur via poor 388 

sportsmanship actions and gestures. Approaching statistical significance, ego-involving climates 389 

resulted in increased personal fouls in this study which is in line with the previous mentioned 390 

ego-driven behaviors.  391 

 With regard to the motivational variables, the results of this study were consistent with 392 

previous research and helped support the hypothesis. The most statistically significant variable of 393 

the motivational items was the positive perception of having fun playing on the athlete’s 394 

respective team. Trending positively in caring and task-involving, and negatively in ego-395 

involving climates, fun has been shown to have desirable performance benefits. Researchers 396 

conducting a study on the historically successful New Zealand All Blacks rugby team, fresh off a 397 

championship season, cited fun as a major factor in their team’s success. Coaches emphasized 398 

enjoyment, going as far as developing deliberate strategies to manifest moments of enjoyment 399 

(Hodge, Henry & Smith, 2014). Specifically regarding college basketball, Becker (2012) 400 

reported in a study that comprised of eight Division I men’s basketball teams who experienced 401 

back-to-back losing seasons, then a coaching change, and then a winning season, that numerous 402 
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players cited their new coach allowing them the opportunity to have fun as a reason for their 403 

team’s newfound success.  404 

 Self-effort was also a statistically significant motivational variable when athletes 405 

perceived themselves to be in a caring and task-involving climate. As Hogue and colleagues 406 

(2013) found, anecdotally, juggling participants that were placed in an ego-involving climate, 407 

reported less effort and in turn making less progress in their task. Those that perceived 408 

themselves to be in a caring climate reported greater effort and made greater progress learning 409 

the skill.  410 

 In terms of self-confidence and reported stress, these variables were not significantly 411 

related to the climate scales; however, they approached significance with the stress p-value being 412 

within .01 range of becoming significant for stress. As this study was conducted with elite level 413 

athletes, many of whom will go on to professional careers or aspire to, self-confidence results 414 

were skewed heavily toward Strongly Agree in relation to their belief of having high confidence 415 

in their basketball ability. Additionally, stress levels skewing towards Neither Agree or 416 

Disagree, may be impacted by a disproportionate number of athletes in this participant pool 417 

being from a team that had a successful season by all accounts. As this data collection took place 418 

at the end of the season, ending the season on a high note might distort feelings of stress 419 

experienced during the season. 420 

 When perceiving a caring/task-involving climate, the support variables were shown to be 421 

statistically significant. (i.e., Pearson correlations) High values for task-involving climates in 422 

relation to coaches and teammates believing in each individual athlete bolsters previous research. 423 

Hodge et al. (2013) found that a major theme of the All Blacks success was supportive coaching, 424 
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aided in part by the creation of a task-involving climate. Additionally, the rugby team fostered a 425 

nurturing environment where teammates believed in each other, going as far as to say they loved 426 

one another (pg. 70). As Sarrazin et al. (2002) found, non-supportive coaching, specifically 427 

brought on through a less task-involving climate, even lead athletes to discontinue their sport.  428 

 Having a caring/task-involving climate was positively and statistically significant when it 429 

came to athletes indicating they would support their universities in the future. In addition, this 430 

variable was negatively correlated with an ego-involving climate. At elite level schools, such as 431 

the ones having taken part in this study, basketball players are often seen as ambassadors or 432 

esteemed alumni of their respective university. It is not uncommon for any of these schools to 433 

have multiple athletes ascend from the collegiate ranks into the professional one and play in the 434 

NBA. Worldwide exposure, as well as fame and celebrity, is often bestowed upon these athletes. 435 

With these attributes, as well as often having millions of dollars in career earnings and 436 

endorsements, athletes support for their alma maters is an invaluable commodity. With the 437 

characteristics of caring/task-involving climates known, it is unsurprising that athletes would 438 

support their teammates, coaches and universities in perpetuity, whereas the features of very 439 

limited research have looked at performance outcomes with basketball players, collegiate or 440 

otherwise. However, this research indicates that creating caring and task-involving climates may 441 

be beneficial and whereas an ego-involving climate may have negative performance effects. The 442 

sample size was limited and it is possible that had it been larger the performance variables would 443 

have revealed great statistical significance. It is interesting to note that even with this small 444 

sample size, that the results indicated relationships that are aligned with theory and previous 445 

research. With the high stakes that surround Division I men’s college basketball, where coaches’ 446 

salaries reach into the millions of dollars and losing seasons create speculation about whether a 447 
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coach’s job is on the line, there is much pressure to deliver winning seasons and high-448 

performance outcomes. Additionally, motivational and support variables, such as the ones 449 

explored in this study, have benefits not only on the court but off it.   450 

Limitations 451 

 Though this study has strengths, as it was the first to examine relationships between 452 

climate and performance in Division I men’s basketball, it was not without its limitations. It is 453 

very difficult to access Division I athletes for research purposes. Coaches are hesitant to grant 454 

researchers access, and athletes have many demands of their time. The sample size was on the 455 

smaller end, often leading to variables being close to statistical significance or forcing the 456 

researchers to accept a lower statistical significance for the purpose of this study. Second, the 457 

surveys were administered at a single point in time, specifically at the completion of each team’s 458 

basketball season. Multiple data points would allow the prediction of climate to basketball 459 

performance outcomes over time. Multiple data collection points would be ideal but even just 460 

one additional collection period during the “heart” of the season would provide an important 461 

comparison. Athletes’ feelings towards their teammates, coaches and their perception of the team 462 

environment might vary when being considered mid vs. post season. Lastly, the findings of this 463 

study only apply to elite male basketball players (a majority of whom ranked in the top 50 of 464 

their respective recruiting classes) and therefore these results may not translate to other 465 

competitive levels as well as female athletes.  466 

Future Directions 467 

 Results from this study open the door for continued research examining the relationship 468 

between athletes’ perceptions of their team climate to their performance outcomes. Identifying 469 
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the most appropriate outcome measures across sports is challenging. With regard to collegiate 470 

Division I basketball, a host of performance outcomes are accurate and readily retrievable to the 471 

public. Even though many performance outcome statistics are kept, with a small sample size that 472 

includes players at different positions (e.g., post, guard), statistics may vary across positions.  It 473 

would be interesting to work with advanced analytics experts and basketball statistic enthusiasts 474 

to create new statistical analysis tools to identify composite performance variables. For example, 475 

it might be possible to pull together a meaningful statistic to reflect the effectiveness of athletes 476 

who play specific positions, to counter the bias that could be contributed by characteristics 477 

unique to each position (e.g., shots closer or further away from the basket). It would also be 478 

interesting to consider the relationship between climate perceptions to basketball performance 479 

outcomes with athletes at different levels (e.g., youth sport, high school, professional). 480 

Theoretically, Nicholls would predict that a positive relationship would be consistent for athletes 481 

at different ages, as well as varied developmental and ability levels, although future research 482 

should test these predictions. In addition, considering the relationship between climate 483 

perceptions to performance outcomes will be important to consider in other sports. Some sports 484 

may lend themselves to easier identification of key performance outcomes (e.g., swimming, 485 

baseball), whereas with some sports it may be more challenging (gymnastics). The evidence 486 

supporting many positive outcomes of a caring and task-involving climate has been clearly 487 

established with regard to the motivational, physical and psychological well-being outcomes 488 

identified across studies (Harwood, Keegan, Smith & Raine, 2015; Fry & Moore, 2017), and it 489 

follows that these outcomes would lead to more positive performances, as well, but research has 490 

only recently begun to focus in this direction.  491 
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 Another direction for future research involves examining the relationship from climate to 492 

performance using other tactics. Claunch and Fry (2016) recently conducted a season-long 493 

intervention with collegiate football coaches to help them create a more caring and task-494 

involving climate that related to greater retention of athletes, and a higher quality coaching 495 

experience. Such interventions may be beneficial for specifically considering performance 496 

outcomes measures, as well, to determine the specific coaching behaviors that both create the 497 

climate and the impact of those behaviors on athletes’ performances. With such research, it 498 

would be insightful to interview athletes throughout the season and assess their views of their 499 

coaches’ behavior and how athletes perceive that those behaviors influence performance.  500 

It would also be interesting in future research to conduct experimental studies where the 501 

coaches (with the help of confederate team members) are intentional in creating specific climates 502 

(caring and task-involving vs. ego-involving) and performance variables are measured. For 503 

example, a study could be designed where students signed up to participate in a 3-on 3 504 

tournament and points scored by participants in the study could be measured as a major outcome 505 

variable.  506 

Conclusion 507 

 This study provides evidence for the positive relationship between athletes’ perceptions 508 

of a caring/task-involving climate and basketball performance outcomes, as well as the negative 509 

relationship between athletes perceptions of an ego-involving climate to their basketball 510 

performance outcomes. Ego-involving climates are readily apparent at all levels of sport, and it 511 

may be that research identifying a strong link between athletes’ climate perceptions to their 512 

performance is what is needed to highlight for high level coaches the benefits of creating a caring 513 
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and task-involving climate and the detriments of an ego-involving climate. In a perceived ego 514 

dominated environment such as elite college or professional sport, this type of performance 515 

research might have more of a “wow” factor to draw interest of coaches, whereas strong 516 

evidence as for the positive human development and optimization of motivation has not been 517 

compelling enough for many coaches to change their entrenched ego-involving behaviors. 518 

As college coaches at elite level basketball schools are given great publicity and 519 

admiration, it is important that they help set an example of creating caring/task-involving 520 

climates to affect more positive change among the athletes, coaches, parents and everyone 521 

involved in the sporting world. 522 
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Table 1: Means and Standard Deviations                                                p < .10*; p < .05**; p < .01***   612 

     613 

  614 

   SD  Caring Task Ego 

 Climate variables (1-5 scale)       

1. Caring Climate 4.38 .50   .53* -.46** 

2. Task Climate 4.24 .35     

3. Ego Climate 3.22 .50     

 Game statistics       

4. Assists 4.42 2.36  .54** .40* -.42* 

5. Personal Fouls 5.07 2.49    -.41* -.63***  

6. Points Produced 344.70 196.48   .35(p = .14) -.32(p = .19)

7. Steals 1.99 .80   .34(p = .15)  

8. Win Share 3.24 2.05   .33(p = .17) -.36(p = .13)

9. Box Plus Minus 7.15 3.15    -.34(p = .16)

 Motivational/support variables (1-5 scale)       

10. Confidence 4.84 .68     

11. Stress 2.84 .68   -.38(p = .11)  

12. Fun 4.58 1.22  .57** .47** -.53** 

15. Effort 4.68 .71     .51**   

15. Coaches Believe In Me 4.53 .71     .45* .61**  

16. Teammates Believe In Me 4.68 .63     .41*    .63*  

17. I Will Support My University 4.63 .60     .43*  .54**  
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Figure 1: Canonical Correlation of Climate Variable with Performance Variables615 

616 

Note. Loadings ≥ .3 are considered significant. 617 
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Figure 2: Canonical Correlation of Climate Variable with Motivational Variables626 

627 

Note. The canonical model approached significance.  628 
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Figure 3: Canonical Correlation of Climate Variables with Support Variables638 

639 

Note. The canonical model approached significance.  640 
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Extended Literature Review 654 

College basketball, a sport with ample opportunity for physical conditioning, is a chance 655 

for young adult men to attain the well-known benefits of exercise and team sports. Participation 656 

in team sport leads to lower rates of mental health problems as well as improved overall health 657 

(Steiner, McQuivey, Pavelski, Pitts, & Kraemer, 200) In a 2006 study, Boone and Leadbeater 658 

found “that benefits from team sports may partially accrue through the effects of positive 659 

experiences (in coaching, skill development, and peer support) in enhancing perceived social 660 

acceptance and reducing body dissatisfaction.” In particular, highlighting the role of coaching as 661 

a way that athletes accrue the positive effects of team sports speaks to the importance of the 662 

player-coach dynamic.  663 

Achievement Goal Perspective Theory 664 

Achievement Goal Perspective Theory (AGPT), developed and refined by John Nicholls 665 

and colleagues over the years, is one attempt to define and understand the motivation for athletes 666 

in their pursuit of sport (Nicholls 1978; 1984; 1989). What drives athletes to pursue their sports 667 

goals is different for each athlete but the motivation behind it may be easier to understand. It is 668 

agreed by most theorists that motivation is not an entity, but a process (Roberts, 2012). 669 

Understanding this motivational process allows us to understand why athletes are driven to 670 

compete. In the ultra-competitive world of elite and professional sport, understanding motivation 671 

can potentially help to make an athlete perform at a higher level or a coach reach his players in a 672 

more substantial way knowing how each player is pursuing their sport. Through his research, 673 

Nicholls wanted to find out what motivated children, in mostly educational settings, to achieve 674 
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their goals. AGPT identifies three motivational factors: motivational climate, goal orientation, 675 

and cognitive development. 676 

Motivational Climate 677 

 Nicholls theorized that people in situations where achievement was attained as part of 678 

their process of participating (i.e. school, sport, etc.) have two perspectives as it relates to their 679 

goals. Those in a task-involving climate define their success by the effort and ultimate mastery of 680 

their task. Success for them is achieved when they feel as though they have mastered a skill 681 

relating to their task, that they have given their best effort in performing the task and they have 682 

seen tangible progress in learning the task (Fry, Duda 1997). An ego-involving climate, on the 683 

other hand, uses social comparison as the basis to judge one’s competency in an achievement 684 

scenario (Breiger, Cumming, Smith & Smoli, 2015). Instead of using mastery of a task and 685 

personal improvement to define their success, they judge themselves based on their skill ability 686 

as it relates to their peers (Nicholls 1984, 1989).  687 

 Looking at task-involving, a study using basketball players found that those players that 688 

perceived the team to be more concerned with personal improvement, maximizing their effort 689 

while participating and trying their best enjoyed playing basketball more than those that judged 690 

their success based on their peer’s results (Seifriz, Duda, & Chi, 1992). Staying in the physical 691 

activity domain and looking at ego-involving climate, a group attempting to learn the skill of 692 

juggling when placed in an ego climate found their experience lacking in fun compared to a task-693 

involving climate, also reporting that negative traits such as anxiety and shame were prevalent 694 

throughout the juggling session (Hogue, Fry, M., Fry, A., Pressman, 2013).  695 
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 Before looking at whether a climate is task- or ego-involved however, one must look at 696 

the constructs and motivational setting when achievement motivation is trying to be discerned. 697 

Much research has been conducted around students and their learning motivations, what provides 698 

for the greatest learning environment and how to most efficiently instruct students. As it pertains 699 

to the classroom, attention is most often paid to quantitative changes rather than qualitative, i.e. 700 

increasing time spent on a particular module instead of looking at the way they view themselves 701 

in relation to the task, engaging in the process of learning and then responding to the learning 702 

and situation accordingly (Ames, 1992). Mirroring these same thoughts to the sports domain, 703 

organized sports have a host of positive physical and psychological benefits, in their simplest 704 

terms potentially improving cardiovascular health and raising desirable mental states such as 705 

happiness and positivity. In organized sports, participants often take instruction and coaching 706 

from a leadership role, be it a coach or parent. It is important to note that these figures play a 707 

central role in determining the motivational climate for the participants. Even despite win-loss 708 

records being similar, a study on the difference between coaches trained in a program designed 709 

to instill desirable coaching traits and those without training, the trained coaches were liked 710 

better and rated as better teachers. Other wide-ranging positive effects were reported such as 711 

players on their teams liking one another more and indicating that they had a more enjoyable 712 

time playing baseball. Further, children with low self-esteem exhibited a significant increase in 713 

their feelings of self-worth (Barnett, Smith, & Smoll, 1992).  714 

Goal Orientation 715 

 Nicholls argued that to assess a person’s achievement goals, researchers should inquire as 716 

to a person’s definition of what makes them successful rather than trying to find out their 717 

definition of success (1989). This speaks to task orientation and ego orientation. Nicholls posits 718 



MOTIVATIONAL CLIMATE AND PERFORMANCE RELATIONSHIPS 39 
 

that those who are task oriented find success when they feel they have given their best effort, 719 

have made tangible improvement and worked in a cooperative fashion with their peers. 720 

Conversely, those who are ego oriented value success based on their ability in comparison to 721 

their peers and have a desire to show those peers their superior skill. Highly task oriented 722 

individuals self-reference and seek to develop competence by acquiring the skills associated with 723 

their task and by mastering that task. Those with high ego orientations desire to demonstrate their 724 

accrued skills by surpassing others in the same achievement setting (Breske, 2016).  725 

 Individuals may possess qualities from both these goal orientations, that is, one may rank 726 

high on ego orientation qualities and low on task orientation qualities or the converse may hold 727 

true or any combination of the two. Interestingly, an orientation placing one high in task 728 

orientation, as well as high in ego orientation, produced the most motivated school children when 729 

it came to sport. Those that were high in task orientation alone were much more motivated than 730 

those high in ego orientation alone. Task orientation appears critical to motivation while ego can, 731 

in fact, increase sport enjoyment, however, the converse does not hold true and low task 732 

orientation may potentially be motivationally detrimental (Fox, Goudas, Biddle, Duda & 733 

Armstrong, 1994).  734 

Caring Climate 735 

 As a coach and athlete naturally develop a relationship, the concept of caring, or lack 736 

thereof, is created. The idea of caring is a relation between two parties, an activity that one party 737 

may engage in, involving verbal and nonverbal cues as well as recognition of the motivation and 738 

intentions of individuals involved (Noddings, 1992). Newton et al. theorized that a caring climate 739 

in sport would consist of athletes perceiving the environment to be safe, be supportive, and that 740 
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they would be valued and respected (2007). Fry and Gano-Overway also found that athletes’ 741 

who perceive a caring climate report greater commitment to their sport, greater enjoyment of it 742 

and have positive attitudes and caring behaviors towards fellow teammates and their coaches 743 

(2010). Mirroring this, in a study of adolescent soccer players and their sporting experiences, 744 

researchers Vella, Oades, and Crowe (2013) found that positive developmental experiences were 745 

due more to the factors of a caring/task-involving climate than due to the team’s success as it 746 

relates to wins and losses.  747 

 At the Division I level, a study conducted by Fisher et al., (2017) of the perspective of 18 748 

head coaches, both female and male, found coaches believing it necessary to implement caring 749 

behaviors towards their athletes in order to maximize team success. Among those behaviors 750 

reported, being responsive to athletes’ needs; individualizing; communicating; holding athletes 751 

accountable; post-graduation success and appreciation; having an open-door policy, were 752 

implemented to create a more caring environment. Researchers also suggested the benefits of 753 

caring are so important that the governing sports body of the Division I athletes and coaches, the 754 

NCAA, should personalize their caring for student athletes (pg. 88). While one would posit that 755 

the previous coaches would be “good” coaches, it was found that coaches who are untrained in 756 

behaviors, such as the led to youth athletes ceasing participation with their team the next season 757 

at a rate five times more likely than another athlete (Barnett et al., 1992). 758 

Cognitive Development 759 

 Nicholls theorizes that towards the end of the second year of a child’s life, they develop 760 

some conceptualization of competence as it relates to achievement orientation. Children begin to 761 

exhibit characteristics of competence as well as incompetence from this point on. Instances such 762 
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as smiling after completing a simple task or having feelings of incompetence as it relates to 763 

failure. Progressing to the ages of three and four, children begin to exhibit competition and ego 764 

oriented behaviors taking note of beating one another in simple games and events. This trend 765 

continues throughout a child’s maturation as they begin to understand concepts as it relates to 766 

achievement such as luck, skill, ability and effort. At around the age of 12, children begin to 767 

have complete competence to determine the aforementioned concepts as it pertains to their 768 

athletic and achievement-oriented tasks. Importantly, this age marks when children may start to 769 

become “ego involved” (1989). 770 

Performance Benefits of Caring/Task Climates 771 

 While research at this time has not directly pointed to motivational climate being the 772 

direct cause of whether athletes or their team’s success in the win/loss column is due to caring, 773 

task or ego-involved climates, one could infer that success or failure could be assisted by any 774 

number of climate created reasons (i.e., an athlete that suffers from low motivation to compete 775 

would fare worse than an athlete with high motivation and in a team setting this would hurt the 776 

overall team and thus result in more losses than wins). In a study of 124 female basketball and 777 

handball athletes, researchers found that high perceptions of a task-involving environment and 778 

low perceptions of an ego-involving climate were associated with higher perceptions of task 779 

cohesion and collective efficacy. Additionally, low perceptions of an ego-involving climate were 780 

associated with high perceptions of social cohesion (Heuze et al., 2006). Similarly, in a study of 781 

181 female handball players, researchers found that when they perceived a task-involving 782 

climate, players reported greater performance improvement and satisfaction with performance as 783 

well as held more positive views regarding their coach (Balaguer, Duda, Atienza, & Mayo, 784 

2002). A study of nine world-class Norwegian Olympians following the 1994 Winter Olympic 785 
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Games in Lillehammer found that to reduce symptoms of distress, coaches should focus on 786 

creating a caring climate, with one athlete specifically stating that this type of climate could be 787 

one of the most important factors to explain the team’s success in the past (Pensgaard & Roberts, 788 

2002).  789 

 A case study around the 2011 World Champion All Blacks rugby team and two of the 790 

three coaches from the period of 2004-2011 provided additional support for the performance 791 

benefits of fostering a caring/task-involving climate. Researchers Hodge et al. (2014) conducted 792 

in-depth interviews with the team in March 2012, following the championship season. Many of 793 

the tenets of a caring climate were identified as reasons for the success of the All Blacks rugby 794 

team in a period where they had an 85%-win rate over seven years, culminating with a 795 

championship season. Regarding team cohesion, concepts like communication and clarity, 796 

enjoyment and fun, and even love were cited (pg. 70). The team also focused on player and team 797 

strengths, placing an emphasis on improving strengths as opposed to emphasizing improving on 798 

weaknesses which goes along with task-involving approaches (pg. 68) Additionally, overlapping 799 

with task-involving climate, coaches found that the approach of, “(i) offering choice (e.g., 800 

ownership and accountability for decision-making), (ii) encouraging athletes to take initiative 801 

(e.g., leadership group, responsibility), and (iii) using empowering performance feedback (e.g., 802 

feedback on improving strengths, not just reducing weaknesses)” (pg. 70) led to greater success.  803 

Summary 804 

 Research looking at motivational climate as it relates to sports clearly shows numerous 805 

benefits to creating a caring/task-involving climate and the negative effects of fostering an ego-806 

involving climate. However, the common belief is that ego-driven environments are prevalent at 807 
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elite levels in sport (Gervis & Dunn, 2004) and thus educating coaches as to the benefits of 808 

creating a caring/task-involving climate and less ego-driven environment is important. 809 

Interventions designed to help coaches improve their coaching methods need to be designed and 810 

better public awareness of this knowledge needs to occur.  811 
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Perceived Motivational Climate in Sport Questionnaire (PMCSQ-1: Seifriz, et al., 1992)  887 

 888 

Directions: As you read the following statements, think about what your 

team is like this season. Please circle the number on the 5-point scale 

listed below that best describes how you truly feel.  
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On our team… 

1. … athletes feel good when they do better than others. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. trying hard is rewarded. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. athletes are punished when they make mistakes.  1 2 3 4 5 

4. coaches focus on skill improvement. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. athletes are taken out of games for mistakes. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. each player’s improvement is important 1 2 3 4 5 

7. playing better than teammates is important. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. athletes try to learn new skills. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. the coaches pay the most attention to the “stars”. 1 2 3 4 5 

10. athletes are encouraged to work on weaknesses. 1 2 3 4 5 

11. doing better than others is important. 1 2 3 4 5 

12. the coaches want us to try new skills. 1 2 3 4 5 

13. the coaches favor some athletes. 1 2 3 4 5 

14. athletes like playing good teams. 1 2 3 4 5 

15. athletes are encouraged to outplay their teammates. 1 2 3 4 5 

16. everyone wanted to be the best player/MVP. 1 2 3 4 5 

17. each player feels like they have an important role. 1 2 3 4 5 

18. only the best athletes get noticed. 1 2 3 4 5 

19. most athletes get to play in the games. 1 2 3 4 5 

20. athletes are afraid to make mistakes. 1 2 3 4 5 

21. only a few athletes can be the "stars." 1 2 3 4 5 
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Caring Climate Scale (Newton, Fry, et al., 2007) 889 

 890 

 891 

Directions: Read each statement and think about how much you believe that 

statement describes this basketball season. Then choose the answer that shows 

how much you agree or disagree with the statement. 
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On our team… 

1. … the athletes are treated with respect. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. the coaches respect the athletes. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. the coaches are kind to the athletes. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. the coaches care about the athletes. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. the athletes feel that they are treated fairly. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. the coaches try to help the athletes. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. the coaches want to get to know all of the athletes. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. the coaches listen to team members. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. athletes like one another for who they are. 1 2 3 4 5 

10. the coaches accept athletes for who they are. 1 2 3 4 5 

11. athletes feel comfortable. 1 2 3 4 5 

12.  athletes feel safe. 1 2 3 4 5 

13. athletes feel welcome every day. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Motivation and Support Scale 892 
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Directions: As you read the following statements, indicate how each of the 

statements correspond to your feelings as they stand today: 
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1. I am very confident in my basketball ability. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. Playing for this team is stressful. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. I have fun playing on this team. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. I always give my best effort on this team. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. My coaches believe in me. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. My teammates believe in me. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. I will support my university for life. 1 2 3 4 5 


