
Coaching behavior critically shapes athletes' motivation and performance.1,2

Self-Determination Theory  (SDT) posits that autonomy-supportive coaching
(e.g. providing choices, acknowledging feelings, and avoiding controlling
language ) satisfies the basic need for autonomy, driving motivation and effort.
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OPTIMAL Theory of Motor Learning  proposes that even task-irrelevant
choices enhance motor learning. 
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Dispositional autonomy — the stable tendency toward autonomous self-
regulation — may moderate how strong individuals benefit from autonomy-
supportive environments.6
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AUTONOMY SUPPORT

  STUDY AIM & HYPOTHESES
While SDT and OPTIMAL theory highlight motivational and learning benefits
of autonomy support, this study experimentally compares autonomy-
supportive and autonomy-restrictive coaching in their effect on effort and
immediate endurance performance.

Performance and Subjective Effort: Autonomy Support > Control > Autonomy Restriction
Subjective Effort mediates the effect of coaching style on performance.
Dispositional autonomy moderates the effect of coaching style on performance.
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DESIGN & TASK

EFFORT
Effort is central to regulating exercise intensity and endurance performance
and positively influenced by autonomy-supportive coaching.
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EXPERIMENTAL MANIPULATION

Coach presence — regardless of coaching style — appears to be
the key driver of short-term increased effort and indirectly
improved endurance performance.

Impact on other psychological
outcomes
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METHOD

Impact of Autonomy Support on 
Performance and Perceived Exertion 

Autonomy support may have stronger
effects across multiple training
sessions.

Autonomy support may more strongly
affect enjoyment and well-being,
relevant for long term physical activity
& performance.

Figure 3. Indirect effects of coaching condition on performance (W/kg) via Max RPE. Panel A:
autonomy-supportive vs. control; Panel B: autonomy-restrictive vs. control. Path coefficients (β) are
reported. Solid arrows = direct paths; dashed arrows = indirect effects. * p < .05, ** p < .01, † p < .10. 
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Figure 2.  Distribution of mean power output (W/kg; Panel A) and max RPE (Panel B) across conditions.
Horizontal lines indicate means; dots represent individual data points.

Two people acted as coaches — one autonomy-supportive, one autonomy-
restrictive (no coach in control condition) — differing in:

Choice: Avatar’s jersey selection allowed vs. denied
Language: non-controlling vs. controlling
Feelings: acknowledged vs. ignored

RESULTS

Social Facilitation: the mere presence of a coach might increase
motivation and performance 10,11

Pacing: Max RPE was a significant mediator; Mean RPE was not, likely
confounded by pacing strategies early in the ride.

Dispositional Autonomy: The null moderation effect of dispositional
autonomy may reflect the universal benefits of autonomy support across
individuals , or limited sensitivity of the explicit IAF measure compared to
implicit assessments.
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within subject design (randomized order of conditions)
Task: Ride as far and fast as possible in 8 minutes (virtual cycling)

Dispositional autonomy did not significantly moderate the effect of coaching
style on performance.

Figure 1. Schematic overview of the study procedure (randomized order of conditions)

The Role of Dispositional Autonomy in a Virtual Cycling Task

Contact: simona.rindelhardt@uni-konstanz.de

DISCUSSION

Simona Rindelhardt
University of Konstanz  ·  Department of Sport Science  ·  Sport Psychology Lab

Warm Up
- 5 min

Autonomy
Supported Ride

- 8 min Break
- 5 min

Break
- 5 min

Autonomy
Restricted Ride

- 8 min

Control Ride
- 8 min

Trait
Question-

naire
- 5 min

Instructions

RPE-Rating

Coach Comment

Time Comment


	University of Konstanz  ·  Department of Sport Science  ·  Sport Psychology Lab
	Impact on other psychological outcomes


