
Introduction
Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985) is 
a commonly used theory in the realm of motivation. 
Based on SDT, motivation can be differentiated into 
various motivational regulations by the level of self-
determination. The prototype of motivational regulation 
is intrinsic motivation signified by interest or enjoyment 
instead of external ideologies or rewards. In order to 
foster intrinsic motivation, three basic psychological 
needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—need 
to be satisfied.

In sports, coach–athlete relationship is a determinant of 
adaptive and maladaptive motivational processes, which 
include satisfaction and frustration of basic 
psychological needs and motivational regulations. 
Previous research examining these relationships has 
indicated that athletes who do not have a good 
relationship with their coach display less adaptive 
motivational responses (Chu & Zhang, 2019). 

As this line of research has not compared the role of 
different types of coaches, this study compared athletes’ 
perceived satisfaction and frustration of basic 
psychological needs and motivational regulations in 
sport across identified primary coach—head or assistant.

Conclusions
As head coaches are shown to enhance athletes’ basic 
psychological needs and motivational regulation, 
assistant coaches should focus on learning strategies that 
are used by head coaches to help model their behavior. 
Some learning strategies include being organizational, 
communicative, and cheerful, to enhance their perceived 
basic psychological needs satisfaction, in order to 
provide autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
satisfaction to their athletes (Readdy & Raabe, 2016).  

In addition, both head and assistant coaches could 
participate in intervention programs that help them 
understand the differences between satisfaction and 
frustration of the basic psychological needs. 

Future research may assess head and assistant coaches in 
a larger context, such as football teams that have a 
higher pool of assistant coaches. Participants can be 
first-year college students to reduce problems with the 
recall of information from older subjects. Future studies 
may broaden sociodemographic variables to assess 
burnout and other factors of the sport environment, as 
well as include a more generalizable sample that has a 
distributed group of males, females, and diverse 
races/ethnicities.

Results
Cronbach’s alphas (αs > .70) showed acceptable internal 
reliability for all variable scores. Of the 319 participants, 
91.1% indicated their head coach and 8.9% indicated 
their assistant coach as the primary coach. 

Results of two one-way MANOVAs showed significant 
multivariate effects: 
• Basic psychological needs: F(6, 312) = 2.552, p = 

.020, Wilk’s Λ = .953, partial η2 =.047 
• Motivational regulations: F(6, 312) = 2.507, p = .022, 

Wilk’s Λ = .954, partial η2 = .046 

The follow-up univariate analyses revealed that former 
high school athletes with a head coach as the primary 
coach had better motivational responses than those with 
an assistant coach (see Figures 1 & 2), including 
significantly 
• higher competence satisfaction
• lower sense of relatedness frustration 
• greater identified motivational regulation
• lower introjected regulation
• lower amotivation

Methods
Participants and Procedures
• The sample was 319 undergraduate students who 

were former high school athletes (Mage = 20.96, SD = 
4.20; 115 males, 200 females, three other, and one 
unspecified) from multiple universities in the U.S. 

• 87.5% were White, 4.2% Hispanic or Latino/a, 4.2% 
mixed race, 2.1% Asian, 1.7% African American, and 
0.4% American Indian or Alaska Native. 

• Athletes’ sports ranged from 26 various individual 
and team sports, across different competition level.

• After IRB approval, we recruited participants through 
ERLP and emailing professors from various 
universities.

Measures
• Four measures assess satisfaction of autonomy 

(Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005), competence (IMI; 
McAuley et al., 1989 ), and relatedness (NRS; Richer 
& Vallerand, 1998), as well as their frustration 
(PNTS; Bartholomew et al., 2011). 

• The 24-item Behavioral Regulation in Sport 
Questionnaire (BRSQ; Lonsdale, Hodge & Rose, 
2008) measures motivational regulations in sport. 
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Discussion
The results of the present study showed significant 
differences between former high school athletes with a 
primary head coach versus assistant coach. Specifically, 
athletes with a primary head coach had greater perceived 
competence satisfaction and lower sense of relatedness 
frustration. Athletes with a primary head coach also had 
greater levels of identified regulation and lower levels of 
introjected regulation and amotivation.

In line with previous literature using SDT, there were 
significant differences between having a head versus 
assistant coach in which athletes perceived head coaches 
to contribute more to the satisfaction of their basic 
psychological needs (Zakrajsek et al., 2019). 

Head coaches are mostly seen as in charge of the team 
and are valuable and respected more than assistant 
coaches (Frederick & Morrison, 1999), results showed 
that head coaches were involved with greater identified 
and lower introjected regulations for athletes. 
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Figure 2 
Mean Scores for Motivational Regulations by Coach Type

Figure 1 
Mean Scores for Basic Psychological Needs By Coach Type 
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