
The Unstoppable 
Athlete
Applying Motivation Theories



 Rafael Nadal

 11th French Open Champion
 “I am trying to keep enjoying. I 

wanna play until my body resists. 
My happiness is still high with 
tennis. But if it changes, it’ll be 
time to tune out things. Until then, I 
am not worried.”

 Timo Boll

 7th European Champion
 “I enjoy the game. Success is 

important, but if you do not feel 
the joy, then is time to quit. I think I 
will stay for a while.”

https://www.nbcsports.com/video/2018-french-open-rafael-nadal-takes-dominic-thiem-mens-final
https://youtu.be/f4KV7APYUO0?t=303


Why is (Intrinsic) Motivation 
Important?

 Enduring hard work: 
Every DAY, every PRACTICE

Overcoming injury: 
Better recovery

Overcoming defeat: 
There are always failures, 
even for world champions!



Self-Determination Theory 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985)

Quality Over Quantity



Coaching is a Science

 “Nothing is more practical than a good theory” (Lewin, 1952, 
p.169)
 A theory is an attempt to summarize and explain behaviors

 Do you have theories for facilitating intrinsic motivation and 
creating the unstoppable athlete?



Your Experience

 Talk with your partner/group about a coach who 
helped YOU become The Unstoppable Athlete. 
Look back and discuss what he/she did. 

Write down the gender of your coach, your 
sport, and two strategies used by your coach 
that you feel most effective



Traits and Qualities of 
Successful Coaches

 Profound thinkers who see themselves as educators, not just coaches

 Ability to instill belief, trust, or confidence in athletes

 Big vision, balanced by ability to set and adjust goals

 Caring about others more than self

 Attention to skills development of athletes; tailored to athlete needs

 Problem-solving orientation

 Ability to transfer knowledge simplistically

 Being focused on the process

 Being creative and open-minded to new ideas and approaches

 Value the coach-player relationship, winning aside



Self-Determination Theory 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985)

 Basic psychological needs

 As needs increasingly met:
 Greater intrinsic motivation

 Higher self-determination and performance



20 studies with 2,851 athletes





Definition

• Promotes task involvement 
• Offering encouragement to when athletes improve

• Increases autonomy support 
• Providing meaning choices and rationales

• Demonstrates social support 
• Appreciating and caring for athletes as people

• Avoids controlling behavior 
• Not using threats and punishments to keep athletes on task

The Power of Positive Coaching

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8uBKQP436CI


Good and Bad Use of 
Encouragement

• Bad Use of Encouragement
 “Johnny, you finally did not

stop your arms at the ball for 
that swing. Come on, do it 
again.”

• Good Use of Encouragement
 “Johnny, good job getting your 

arms to swing through.  You have 
really worked hard at making that 
change! Now, on the next one, 
swing through just a little more!”



Research on High School 
Boys’ Soccer



Empowering

 Engaging in a non-instruction conversation with athletes 
(e.g., “like once a month, we all go to his house for dinner and 
hang out with him and his family, and we watch uh, we watch 
the NFL games on TV and we all just talk about anything” [Louis, 
V-FB])

 Adopting a positive (warm, constructive) communication style 
(e.g., “I'm gonna run this event or whatever I'm like, ‘I don't think 
I can whatever.’ He's like, ‘Yes you can. Yes you can.’ You know, 
and I like feel more confident in myself because of my coach” 
[Daima, JV-TF])



Empowering

 Making an active attempt to include all athletes 
(e.g., “I thought he was just gonna be like a regular one that 
like just cares about varsity…he gave me a talk, he pulled me 
to the side, and like I felt noticed, I felt good” [Lori, JV-SB])

 Providing unconditional regard 
(e.g.,, “Like when I make a mistake, I make it into a big deal of 
myself. She always tells me like ‘it’s okay to make mistake. It's 
not gonna be perfect’” [Teresa, FR-BB])

 Encouraging initiative taking 
(e.g., “I’ve, you know, been pretty upset with myself in the 
games, and you know he'll just go out there and be like, ‘Just 
play how you want to play’” [Brian, V-T])



Disempowering

 Devaluing athletes’ perspective 
(e.g., “Everything that we do, she likes shoots us 
down…because it's like I try here and she doesn't notice, like 
she doesn't care and she's just like, ‘Okay, go away’” [Carol, 
JV-SB])

 Intimidating (to frighten by threats) athletes 
(e.g., “they say stuff like, ‘Oh, if you don't come in the mornings 
you're not going to be on varsity,’ or, ‘If you're not trying hard 
enough you're not going to be on varsity’” [Jose, JV-FB]) 

 Providing negative conditional regard 
(e.g., “the second time you mess up, they're really mad. 
They're yelling ‘Why are you doing that? You know better.’” 
[Karen, JV-SB])



Disempowering

 Exerting overt (physical, personal) control 
(e.g., “they never let us warm-up. I completely uh...I strained 
my pac muscles. And it's still not the same to this day... like it's 
still messed up. And uh, I have, I have damaged C4 and C5 in 
my vertebrae. And uh, they made me keep squatting... doctor 
was not happy about but.” [Joe, V-FB])

 Using controlling language 
(e.g.,, “she yells at us for like ... we all come in in the morning to 
like go to the weight room more, and she'll go in there and 
start yelling at us because we didn't do something that she 
didn’t like,’” [Emma, V-SB])



Coaching is an Art

 Who are you?

 Who are your athletes?



If you remember only 3 things:

#1 Satisfy your athletes’ autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness (the three basic psychological 
needs).

#2 Choose empowering over disempowering 
coaching if you want your athletes to enjoy the 
sport and perform at their best.

#3 Practice the science and the art of coaching 
(physical, technical, tactical, psychological).



Be an empowering coach!

 Alan Chu, Ph.D., CMPC, ITTF Certified Level 1 Coach 

 Assistant Professor of Sport, Exercise and Performance Psychology

 Office: MAC C317

 chua@uwgb.edu

mailto:chua@uwgb.edu

	�The Unstoppable Athlete
	Slide Number 2
	Why is (Intrinsic) Motivation Important?
	Self-Determination Theory �(Deci & Ryan, 1985)
	Coaching is a Science
	Your Experience
	Traits and Qualities of Successful Coaches
	Self-Determination Theory �(Deci & Ryan, 1985)
	20 studies with 2,851 athletes
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Good and Bad Use of Encouragement
	Research on High School Boys’ Soccer
	Empowering
	Empowering
	Disempowering
	Disempowering
	Coaching is an Art
	If you remember only 3 things:
	Be an empowering coach!

