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Abstract 

This paper explores how Atkinson’s Theory of Achievement Motivation helps predict youth athletes' behaviour in 

competitive sports, especially in relation to the dual forces of striving for success and avoiding failure. By integrating 

Expectancy-Value Theory, Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory, and contemporary models of sport-confidence and mental 

toughness, this study provides a comprehensive psychological framework to explain performance variability, 

motivation levels, and avoidance behaviours in young athletes. Athletes with a high need for achievement demonstrate 

greater resilience, persistence, and goal orientation, whereas those driven by fear of failure may engage in avoidance, 

reduced effort, or performance anxiety. The paper also discusses how self-efficacy, emotional regulation, and 

confidence-building techniques—such as visualization, positive self-talk, and goal-setting—can mitigate the negative 

effects of fear and enhance competitive readiness. Theoretical integration offers practical implications for coaches, 

sports psychologists, and youth sport programs aiming to foster high achievement motivation while minimizing fear-

induced limitations. 
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Introduction 

Youth sport is a dynamic context where psychological factors significantly influence participation, effort, and 

performance. Among these, achievement motivation—particularly as conceptualized in Atkinson’s Theory—plays a 

central role in shaping how young athletes approach competition. Atkinson posits that two competing forces—the 

desire to achieve success and the fear of failure—drive individual behavior. In youth sports, this manifests in athletes 

either embracing challenges to attain mastery or avoiding risk to protect self-worth. The balance between these 

motivational forces can explain why some athletes thrive under pressure while others underperform or withdraw. 

Complementing this perspective are related theories such as Expectancy-Value Theory, which emphasizes the 

importance of personal belief in success and the value assigned to outcomes, and Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory, 

which focuses on athletes' belief in their ability to perform. Together with constructs like mental toughness, sport-

confidence, and trait/state confidence, these theories form a robust framework for understanding the psychology of 

youth sports. This paper investigates how achievement motivation, particularly the interplay between striving and 

avoidance, predicts behavior and performance, and explores coaching strategies that enhance motivation and reduce 

fear-driven underachievement. 

Theories: 

(a) Atkinson’s Theory of Achievement Motivation 

• Motivation: Atkinson's Theory of Achievement vs. Fear of Failing The basic psychological framework 

known as "motivation" delves into the reasons why people strive for achievement and shun defeat. The two 

main drivers of human behaviour, according to this view, are the drive for achievement and the terror of 

failure. In sports and other arenas, these two forces are seen as competing drivers of behaviour. 

• Passionate Drive for Success: The tendency to take on difficult activities is a hallmark of athletes who have 

a strong drive to succeed. They show initiative, perseverance, and tenacity in the face of adversity, and they 

establish lofty objectives. These sportspeople train with the expectation of a reward, such a victory or the 
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acquisition of a new ability. They work so hard because they love the feeling of accomplishing something 

big and special for themselves. Athletes pursue goals for a variety of reasons; for instance, setting a new 

personal record in a marathon provides both internal and outward validation. 

• Reluctance to Fail: On the other side, an athlete's performance and behaviour may be greatly affected by the 

dread of failing. Fear of failure is a common motivator for athletes, and those athletes will avoid challenges 

they think would test their mettle the most. This avoidance behaviour may show itself in a variety of forms, 

such not giving it one's best during training or avoiding difficult contests. They may not be able to give their 

all because they are too afraid of failing or seeming foolish in front of others. A tennis player, for example, 

could be missing out on chances to hone their game if he or she often shies away from playing against more 

experienced opponents because of the inherent dread of defeat. 

• Harmonising the Two Drives: Striking a balance between the two is the goal of effective psychological 

treatments and coaching. Coaches may assist their players in developing a more positive outlook on both 

success and failure by creating a safe space that promotes taking risks and seeing setbacks as opportunities 

for growth. By maintaining a steady equilibrium, athletes may boost their confidence, persevere through 

setbacks, and reach new heights of performance and happiness. 

(b) Expectancy-Value Theory 

• Motivational Expectancy-Value Analysis: The Role of Value and Expectation An individual's expectation of 

succeeding in an activity and the value they assign to its accomplishment are the two primary determinants 

of their desire to participate in that activity, according to theory put out by Jacquelynne Eccles and colleagues. 

Expectancy, defined here as the conviction that one may achieve a certain goal, and value, defined here as 

the perceived importance or reward of the action, are both integrated into this theory. 

• Excessive Value: The value component describes how much weight a person gives to an endeavor's outcome. 

Intrinsic interest, the activity's perceived usefulness, and the expected benefits are three aspects that might 

impact this. Those athletes that put a premium on winning are the ones who put in the most work in the gym 

and on the pitch. To illustrate the point, a highly motivated athlete would likely put in a lot of time training, 

follow a rigorous schedule, and even sacrifice some of their own desires in order to win an Olympic gold. 

• A high level of anticipation means that the participant really believes they can do well in the task at hand. 

Having high expectations makes you feel more confident, which in turn motivates you to work harder and 

stay the course. Athletes who have faith in their talents are more willing to push through tough times and 

tackle difficult undertakings. If a basketball player has faith in their abilities to become better and win games, 

they will train hard and keep pushing forward, no matter how many times they lose or have a bad game. 

• Value and Expectancy Interaction: Levels of motivation are determined by the relationship between value 

and expectation. The combination of high value with high expectations motivates people to put in more time, 

energy, and focus on the task at hand. When athletes have a strong sense of purpose and faith in themselves, 

they are more likely to be highly motivated, which in turn improves their performance. On the other side, if 

people don't think anything will come of it, they won't put forth as much effort, and their performance will 

suffer. 

• Coaching Implications: Expectancy-Value Theory may be used by sports psychologists and coaches to 

motivate players more by raising the perceived value of achievement and improving their confidence in 

reaching it. Methods such as defining goals, providing constructive criticism, and cultivating an encouraging 

atmosphere that emphasises the significance and advantages of the activity might help achieve this. 

Self-Confidence 

Aspects: (a) Self-Efficacy: 

Belief in Abilities 

• Importance of Self-Efficacy: According to psychologist Albert Bandura, "self-efficacy" is the confidence one 

has in one's own abilities to accomplish a goal. Because it has such a profound effect on an athlete's drive, 

efficiency, and toughness, this idea is fundamental in team and individual sports. As a general rule, athletes 

who have faith in their own abilities are more likely to push themselves to their limits, stick with their plans, 

and eventually succeed. 
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• Influence on Individual Athletes: Self-efficacy is critical for individual athletes to handle stress and perform 

well in difficult situations. Athletes who have faith in themselves are more likely to tackle challenges calmly 

and confidently, which in turn improves their performance. A tennis player who has a strong sense of self-

efficacy, for example, is more likely to think they can win key points while playing, keep their cool under 

pressure, and execute their strokes well. They are better able to overcome setbacks and learn from their errors 

when they have this self-assurance, which increases their chances of success. 

• Team Athletes: Self-efficacy has a role in how well a team performs in team sports. Athletes who believe in 

their own abilities are more likely to have a good impact on team dynamics via their leadership, 

communication, and collaboration abilities. Their self-assurance has the potential to stimulate and encourage 

their coworkers, creating a positive team atmosphere. A football player's self-confidence, for instance, can 

do wonders for the team's morale, inspiring everyone to give it their all and pull together to achieve the team's 

goals. 

Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory 

Key Components of Self-Efficacy Theory: Bandura's Self-Efficacy Theory identifies four main sources of self-

efficacy beliefs: past performance accomplishments, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and physiological and 

emotional states. Each of these components plays a significant role in building and maintaining an athlete's self-

efficacy. 

Past Performance Accomplishments: 

Role of Successes and Failures: Past successes enhance self-efficacy by providing concrete evidence of an athlete’s 

capabilities. When athletes recall their previous achievements, they reinforce their belief in their ability to succeed. 

Conversely, past failures can diminish self-efficacy, but these can also serve as learning experiences, teaching athletes 

resilience and the importance of perseverance. For example, a swimmer who has consistently performed well in 

competitions will have higher self-efficacy, motivating them to tackle even more challenging races in the future. 

Vicarious Experiences: 

Observational Learning: Observing peers or role models succeed can also boost self-efficacy. When athletes see others 

similar to themselves achieving success, they become more confident in their own abilities. This vicarious learning is 

particularly powerful in team settings where athletes frequently observe and learn from each other. For instance, a 

young basketball player watching a teammate successfully execute a complex play may gain confidence in their own 

ability to perform the same play. 

Verbal Persuasion: 

Encouragement and Feedback: Positive reinforcement and encouragement from coaches, teammates, and significant 

others can significantly enhance an athlete’s self-efficacy. Constructive feedback helps athletes to focus on their 

strengths and areas for improvement, fostering a belief in their potential to succeed. Coaches play a crucial role in this 

aspect, using motivational speech and positive affirmations to build their athletes’ confidence. For example, a coach’s 

affirmation that an athlete has the skills to win can be a powerful motivator and confidence booster. 

Physiological and Emotional States: 

Managing Stress and Anxiety: Athletes' interpretations of their physiological and emotional states can affect their self-

efficacy. High levels of stress and anxiety can undermine self-efficacy, while positive emotions and physical readiness 

can enhance it. Techniques such as relaxation exercises, visualization, and mental conditioning are used to manage 

these states, helping athletes to maintain a positive mindset and high self-efficacy. For instance, a runner who feels 

physically prepared and mentally calm before a race is more likely to believe in their ability to perform well. 

Integration of Self-Efficacy in Sports Practice 

By understanding and leveraging the components of Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory, coaches and sports 
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psychologists can implement strategies to enhance athletes’ self-efficacy. These strategies include setting achievable 

goals, providing opportunities for success, encouraging positive peer interactions, delivering constructive feedback, 

and teaching stress management techniques. A strong belief in one’s abilities not only improves performance but also 

fosters long-term engagement and enjoyment in sports. 

(b) Mental Toughness: 

Resilience 

• An athlete's ability to perform under duress and bounce back from failure depends on his or her level of 

resilience, a key component of mental toughness. Keeping a positive attitude and self-assurance in the face 

of adversity is an essential component of constant success. Athletes with resilience are able to pick themselves 

up after setbacks, adjust to new situations, and keep going until they achieve their objectives. The capacity 

to overcome setbacks and continue performing at a high level is what separates strong achievers from average 

performers. 

• Resilience Mechanisms: It takes a combination of tough experiences and mental toughness for athletes to 

develop resilience. One important factor is the opportunity to practise and compete in demanding 

environments. The mental toughness of athletes is enhanced when they consistently encounter and triumph 

over challenges. They learn to control their emotions, keep their minds sharp, and perform well under duress 

from this experience. 

• In addition, having a strong network of support from people like family, teammates, and coaches is essential 

for building resilience. When athletes get positive reinforcement and helpful criticism from these sources, 

they are more likely to see failures as chances for growth rather than impassable barriers. As an example, a 

basketball player who often misses game-winning baskets may be helped to reflect on their play, identify 

their areas of weakness, and develop strategies to overcome them. Building resilience and mental toughness 

is achieved via this process of reflection and focused development. 

Confidence Building Techniques 

• The process of visualising entails imagining one's own successful performance. Athletes use this method to 

see themselves succeeding, mastering their craft, and triumphing over obstacles. By enabling athletes to 

mentally practise and be ready for different situations, visualisation aids in confidence building. To boost 

their confidence and alleviate pre-race tension, sprinters often visualise their race, concentrating on each 

phase from the start to the finish line. 

• Affirmations and encouraging remarks are part of positive self-talk, which aims to increase self-confidence. 

By consistently replacing negative ideas with more optimistic ones, athletes may strengthen their conviction 

in their own talents via the practice of positive self-talk. Especially when faced with stressful events, this 

strategy might help you have a positive outlook. Phrases like "I am well-prepared" and "I can handle this" 

might help gymnasts maintain concentration and self-assurance during competitions. 

• Establishing Realistic Aims: Athletes gain self-assurance via the satisfaction that comes from accomplishing 

tiny, incremental objectives. By breaking down their goals into smaller, more achievable chunks, athletes are 

better equipped to overcome the anxiety that often accompanies overarching objectives. Athletes establish 

self-assurance in their abilities by accomplishing these little objectives. A football player, for instance, may 

resolve to increase their passing accuracy by a certain percentage in the next 30 days. They will feel more 

confident after accomplishing this objective since it will show them that they are making progress. 

• Athletes may greatly improve their mental toughness and confidence by integrating these tactics. When you 

create goals and engage in positive self-talk, you strengthen your conviction in your talents and mentally 

prepare yourself for success. When used in tandem, these methods assist players in building a mental 

toughness that allows them to confront and triumph over the difficulties inherent in competitive sports. 

Theories: 

(a) Vealey’s Multidimensional Model of Sport-Confidence 

An all-encompassing framework, Vealey's Multidimensional Model of Sport-Confidence investigates how different 
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kinds of confidence impact an athlete's drive, concentration, and success. Rather than being a static idea, this model 

states that sport-confidence is affected by a myriad of elements, the most important of which are mastery, social 

support, and physical/mental preparation. 

• Athletes have a sense of mastery when they believe they are really good at what they do and can consistently 

provide excellent results. The growth of proficiency in certain abilities and the accumulation of positive 

experiences both contribute to this facet of confidence. When athletes have a solid grasp of a particular skill, 

they are more likely to have faith in their own abilities and, as a result, greater self-assurance on the pitch. If 

a basketball player practices making free throws often, they will probably feel confident when the game 

comes around. Belief in the reliability and effectiveness of one's talents under different contexts is reinforced 

by mastery experiences. 

• Another important factor in an athlete's self-confidence is the social support system, which includes their 

coaches, teammates, family, and friends. By confirming their skills and offering emotional support, athletes 

may greatly benefit from the positive comments and assistance they get on these social networks, which in 

turn boosts their confidence. A coach's ability to provide helpful criticism, establish realistic objectives, and 

foster an encouraging team atmosphere is crucial to this process. A group's self-assurance may be boosted 

when members of the team cheer each other on and share in their achievements. Athletes can better handle 

the stresses of competition and defeats when they have a strong support system to lean on. 

• Confidence in one's athletic abilities may be built upon a solid foundation of physical and mental training. 

When athletes are confident in their fitness and preparation, they are more likely to perform at their best 

during tournaments. As part of their preparation, they engage in intense training, make detailed plans, and 

work to improve their sport-specific abilities. Athletes may improve their mental preparation by using tactics 

like goal-setting, self-talk, and visualisation. If a marathon runner has followed a detailed training plan and 

has mentally mapped out the route, they will likely feel better prepared on race day. With the right amount 

of training, one may overcome fear and doubt and feel confident in their ability to handle the challenges of 

the sport. 

• An athlete's performance, effort, and perseverance are all impacted by their sport-confidence, which is shaped 

by the interaction of various sources of confidence. When athletes have faith in themselves and their abilities, 

they are more inclined to give their best effort over the long haul, tackle tough challenges, and get back up 

when they fall down. 

(b) Trait and State Confidence 

When trying to make sense of a sportsman's stats, it's important to consider both trait and state confidence. A person's 

trait confidence may be defined as their overall degree of self-assurance in different contexts. A person's level of self-

confidence is a fairly constant facet of their personality that reflects their general sense of competence and belief in 

themselves. Athletes that score high on the trait confidence scale are the kind to have a positive outlook no matter 

what comes their way. This self-assurance develops gradually from repeated positive experiences, positive peer 

pressure, and individual successes. 

• Confidence in one's abilities as an athlete is defined as the assurance one feels in one's abilities under a certain 

set of circumstances. When compared to trait confidence, state confidence is more context and situation 

dependent. To illustrate the point, despite having high trait confidence, an athlete may suffer a decrease in 

confidence just before a major match because of outside influences or the perceived high stakes. On the other 

side, a favourable experience, such receiving positive feedback from a coach or having a productive warm-

up, may increase self-assurance, leading to better performance in that specific scenario. 

• In sports, confidence plays a significant role, both in terms of traits and states. When an athlete is confident 

in their traits, it helps them approach training and competition more strategically. It aids athletes in keeping 

their motivation and exertion levels constant over time. Having complete faith in one's abilities, nevertheless, 

is essential for winning some competitions. For peak performance in high-stakes circumstances and when 

pressure is on, athletes must control and enhance their level of self-confidence. Athletes may improve their 

confidence and perform better under pressure by employing techniques including pre-performance routines, 

mental training, and concentration procedures. 

• Coaches and sports psychologists may create individualised treatments that target both trait and state 

confidence if they understand how the two interact with one another. For example, when athletes work on 
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their skills over time and get positive reinforcement, they may establish a firm foundation of trait confidence. 

This will help them approach their sport with self-belief. At the same time, athletes may be better prepared 

to manage the unique obstacles they encounter in contests by using tactics to increase their self-confidence, 

such as relaxation methods and motivational speeches. This two-pronged approach prepares athletes to 

execute at a high level under different conditions. 

 

Conclusion 

In the high-pressure environment of youth competitive sports, achievement motivation plays a decisive role in shaping 

behavior, engagement, and performance. Atkinson’s Theory of Achievement Motivation reveals the dual forces—

striving for success and fear of failure—that guide athletic decision-making, effort levels, and risk-taking tendencies. 

Athletes driven by a strong need for achievement demonstrate resilience, goal-setting behavior, and perseverance, 

while those dominated by fear of failure may avoid challenges, underperform, or disengage. This dynamic is further 

influenced by expectancy and value beliefs, self-efficacy, sport-confidence, and mental toughness—factors that can 

either buffer or amplify psychological responses to pressure. Integrating these theories offers coaches and sport 

psychologists a powerful framework for understanding and addressing motivation-related performance issues in 

youth. Intervention strategies—such as fostering self-belief, redefining failure, encouraging mastery goals, and 

providing emotional support—can mitigate fear-based behaviors and help young athletes develop a confident, 

achievement-oriented mindset. Ultimately, empowering youth with the mental tools to embrace both success and 

failure contributes not only to improved performance but also to lifelong resilience and well-being. 
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