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   Chapter 7 

  Antecedents of Need Supportive 
and Controlling Interpersonal 
Styles From a Self-Determination 
Theory Perspective: A Review 
and Implications for Sport 
Psychology Research 

   Doris     Matosic   *    ,    Nikos     Ntoumanis   **    ,    Eleanor     Quested   **   
  *  School of Sport, Exercise, and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, 
United Kingdom           ;    **  School of Psychology & Speech Pathology, Curtin University, Perth, Australia            

    Coaches play an important role in shaping athletes’ sport experiences and use 
a range of strategies in an effort to motivate athletes. The coach’s “typical” 
interpersonal style is refl ective of the combination of strategies he/she usu-
ally adopts when communicating with athletes. The predominant interper-
sonal style adopted by the coach is a critical determinant of athletes’ quality 
of sport experience and motivation, psychological need satisfaction, perfor-
mance, and psychological well-being (see Duda and Appleton,  Chapter 18 ; 
 Mageau & Vallerand, 2003 ). Drawing from self-determination theory (SDT; 
 Ryan & Deci, 2002 ), a considerable body of literature has substantiated the 
consequences of need supportive and controlling coaching (for a review in 
sport setting, see  Ntoumanis, 2012 ). However, less attention has been paid to 
understanding the antecedents of these two interpersonal styles proposed by 
SDT. This chapter will serve to review the antecedents of need supportive and 
controlling motivational styles that have been identifi ed in research undertaken 
in educational, parental, sport, workplace, and health contexts. Our overarch-
ing goal is to facilitate research and practice to foster adaptive coaching prac-
tices that will nurture more adaptive motivation and positive sport experiences 
for athletes.   
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146    SECTION | II Individual Differences in Sport and Exercise Psychology

  NEED SUPPORTIVE AND CONTROLLING 
INTERPERSONAL STYLES 

 SDT distinguishes between two broad interpersonal styles that hold relevance 
for the motivation and well-being of athletes. These styles are refl ected in a set 
of distinct behaviors when adopted by individuals in a position of authority or 
leadership. The coaches’ interpersonal style will facilitate motivation and well-
being when it is supportive of athletes’ psychological need to feel autonomy (ie, 
feeling a sense of free will, volition, and choice in relation to sport participation), 
competence (ie, feeling one is effi cacious and can meet the challenges faced in 
sport), and a sense of relatedness (ie, feeling socially connected to the coach-
es and teammates). However, when coaches actively thwart these basic needs, 
coaching can be considered controlling ( Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, Bosch, 
& Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2011 ). SDT proposes that coaches (or others in posi-
tions of authority/leadership) can support athletes’ needs by creating a coaching 
environment that is high in autonomy support and interpersonal involvement, 
and has appropriate structure. A coaching style that is high in this trio of char-
acteristics has been termed “need supportive” ( Taylor & Ntoumanis, 2007 ). 
Autonomy support is evidenced when coaches provide opportunities for ath-
letes to make meaningful choices, involve athletes in decision making, acknowl-
edge athletes’ perspective and feelings, and provide meaningful rationales for 
their requests ( Ntoumanis, 2012 ). Interpersonal involvement is demonstrated 
when individuals in a position of authority or leadership show care and concern 
( Connell & Wellborn, 1991 ). A structured environment is evident when the coach 
provides guidance, direction, and organization that facilitate athletes’ perceptions 
that they can meet the challenges of the activity and/or experience success. Thus, 
structure refl ects coaches’ provision of guidance and appropriate expectations in 
the learning process ( Jang, Reeve, & Deci 2010 ;  Skinner & Edge, 2002 ). In con-
trast, controlling coaching can be need thwarting and is evident when the coach 
intimidates athletes, exercises excessive personal control, uses rewards or praise 
in a controlling manner, and holds back on attention or support when athletes do 
not display required behaviors and when coaches actively undermine athletes’ 
sense of self-worth ( Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, & Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2009 ). 

 Extensive research in sport ( Bartholomew et al., 2011 ) and other life settings 
has examined the relations between need supportive (primarily the autonomy 
support component) and controlling styles with motivational processes as pro-
posed by SDT. Need supportive coaching has been associated with the satis-
faction of three basic needs, namely the need for athletes to feel autonomous 
in their actions, competent, and meaningfully related to others within the sport 
milieu ( Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2012 ). A need supportive coaching style is 
also understood to be a critical determinant of behavior regulation that is au-
tonomous (or self-determined), that is, motivation that refl ects intrinsic inter-
est, task enjoyment, or task utility ( Amorose & Anderson-Butcher, 2007 ). In 
contrast, a controlling coaching style has been linked with psychological need 
thwarting ( Balaguer et al., 2012 ). Controlling coaching is understood to be a key   
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antecedent of controlled (or nonself-determined) type of athlete motivation, that 
is, motivation that refl ects internal or external contingencies such as coercion, 
pressure, or guilt ( Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand, & Brière, 2001 ).  

  ANTECEDENTS OF NEED SUPPORTIVE AND CONTROLLING 
INTERPERSONAL STYLES 

 Despite repeated claims that SDT-based research in sport strives to foster more 
need supportive coaching and adaptive experiences for athletes, a paucity of at-
tention has been paid to examining why coaches adopt need supportive and/or 
controlling styles. To date, only fi ve studies have explored the antecedents of need 
supportive and controlling coaching in the sport domain ( Iachini, 2013 ;  Rocchi, 
Pelletier, & Couture, 2013 ;  Stebbings, Taylor, & Spray, 2011 ;  Stebbings, Taylor, 
Spray, & Ntoumanis, 2012 ;  Stebbings, Taylor, & Spray, 2015 ). In the broader 
context of SDT, research on potential antecedent variables has been primarily un-
dertaken in the educational and parental literatures ( Deci, Spiegel, Ryan, Koestner, 
& Kaufmann, 1982 ;  Grolnick, Price, Beiswenger, & Sauck, 2007 ;  Reeve, 1998; 
Reeve et al., 2014 ). However, there has been no attempt to synthesize the evi-
dence from these domains in an effort to further develop understanding of the 
primary determinants of coaches’ interpersonal styles. Identifying the antecedents 
of motivationally adaptive versus maladaptive coaching styles could potentially 
explain why coaches adopt particular strategies to motivate their athletes ( Oc-
chino, Mallett, Rynne, & Carlisle, 2014 ). Importantly, such information could 
valuably contribute toward the design of interventions that aim to support coaches 
in fostering more motivationally adaptive styles of interaction. 

 The purpose of this chapter is to synthesize fi ndings from the extant re-
search concerning the antecedents of need supportive and controlling interper-
sonal styles proposed by SDT. We discuss specifi cally how these antecedents 
may impact upon the types of interpersonal style adopted. The implications 
for future research in the broader SDT literature, as well as applications in the 
coaching domain are also highlighted. As an outcome of this review, we iden-
tify additional potential antecedents of coaches’ interpersonal style. 

 To initiate our review, a search was conducted using the computerized data-
bases Medline, PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Scopus, encompassing articles 
published from 1969 to Apr. 2015. The terms used in the search strategy were: 
(antecedent* OR determinant* OR predictor* OR context* factor OR social* 
factor OR personal* factor OR belief* OR causality orientation OR pressure) 
AND (control* OR controlling OR autonomy support* OR autonomy support* 
behavior OR autonomy support* behavior OR control* behavior OR control* 
behavior OR teach* style OR motivating style OR parent* style OR coach* 
style OR teach* orientation OR parent* orientation OR coach* orientation OR 
interpersonal style* OR structure OR involvement OR need support) AND (self 
determination OR self-determination). 

 The fi rst author received training on database searching and completed all of the 
searches independently. Inclusion criteria were determined a priori. An antecedent   
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148    SECTION | II Individual Differences in Sport and Exercise Psychology

of controlling and need supportive styles was defi ned as any factor identifi ed in 
the SDT literature as predicting one or both interpersonal styles. Participants in 
the included studies were individuals in a position of authority or leadership (ie, 
coaches, teachers, parents, supervisors, fi tness instructors) of any age group, any 
experience, and either gender. Studies were excluded if one or more of the follow-
ing criteria were not met: (1) SDT was not cited as a theoretical framework that 
underpinned the research presented in the manuscript; (2) if the study did not de-
scribe antecedents of need supportive (ie, autonomy support, and/or structure and/
or interpersonal involvement) and/or controlling interpersonal styles, strategies, or 
behaviors; and (3) if the measures of need supportive and controlling interpersonal 
styles did not assess these variables as conceptualized by SDT ( Fig. 7.1   ).   

1898 Records identified 
through database 

searching

18 Additional records identified 
through reference list search 

284 Duplicates were removed

1632 Records 
screened

1585 Records excluded: did not meet the eligibility 
criteria

47 Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility

31 Empirical studies, 
two review papers

and two book 
chapters included in 

the review

12 Full-text articles excluded
• 6 Articles do not meet criteria of measuring 

interpersonal style as defined by SDT 
• 1 Article measures outcomes that was not 

evident within abstract
• 2 Articles describe interventions of autonomy 

supportive behaviors and do not specify 
antecedents per se

• 3 Articles do not present research within SDT 
framework 

 FIGURE 7.1      PRISMA flowchart describing the selection process in the systematic literature 
review ( Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altmann, 2009 ).     The initial database search resulted in a 
total of 1898 articles. After duplicates were removed ( n  = 284), manuscript titles and abstracts were 
screened. Articles that did not meet inclusion criteria were removed ( n  = 1585). Postscreening, the 
full texts of the 29 remaining articles from the initial database search were assessed for eligibility 
using the same inclusion criteria. Seventeen articles were retained. A manual search from the refer-
ence lists of these full-text articles was subsequently conducted, adding 16 additional manuscripts 
and 2 book chapters. This selection process resulted in a total of 31 peer-reviewed articles with 
empirical data (25 cross-sectional, 1 longitudinal, and 5 experimental), 2 peer-reviewed review 
articles, and 2 book chapters that were included in this.   
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 Coding of study characteristics was conducted by the fi rst author and a sample 
of codings were checked by the second author. Studies were coded for type of 
publication (ie, published journal article, book chapter), design (eg, cross-sec-
tional, longitudinal, experimental), role of participants (eg, coaches over athletes, 
parents over athletes, teachers over students, supervisors over employees, etc.), 
domain (ie, educational, home, sport, work, and health), antecedents tested (eg, 
perceived pressure from superiors, causality orientation), type of antecedent (ie, 
contextual or personal factors, perceptions of the others’ motivation), measure of 
need supportive and/or controlling behaviors (eg, observation, self-report), and 
motivational style measured (ie, autonomy support, structure, involvement and/
or control;  Table 7.1   ). Drawing from  Mageau and Vallerand’s (2003)  motivational 
model of the coach–athlete relationship three broad categories of antecedents 
were also coded: contextual factors relevant to the coach, perceptions of others’ 
behaviors and motivation, and personal factors ( Fig. 7.2    for a summary). 

 With regard to domain, the majority of the included empirical articles (20 
out of 31) explored antecedents within educational contexts. The sport literature 
represented 5 out of 31 of the reviewed studies, the home context represented 
4 out of 31, work literature characterized 1 out of 31, and health context rep-
resented 1 out of 31 of the identifi ed articles. Three antecedent variables were 
explored within more than one context. These were external pressure, percep-
tions of others’ self-determined motivation, and self-determined motivation of 
the individual in a position of authority or leadership. For example,  Rocchi et al. 
(2013)  explored the external pressure antecedent in the sport literature, repli-
cating the work of  Pelletier, Seguin-Levesque, and Legault (2002)  on external 
pressure in the education domain. 

 Studies adopted different methods to measure whether the leader’s behavior 
was need supportive and/or controlling. Most ( n  = 20) of the studies reviewed uti-
lized questionnaires completed by individuals in positions of authority or leader-
ship (eg, teacher, parent, coach). In these studies those individuals’ self-perceptions 
of the need supportive and controlling motivational styles that they adopted were 
measured using adaptations of established questionnaires, such as the Problems 
in School Questionnaire ( Deci, Shwartz, Sheiman, & Ryan, 1981 ), the Inter-
personal Behaviors Scale ( Beaudry & Pelletier, 2008 ), the Health Care Climate 
Questionnaire (HCCQ;  Williams, Grow, Freedman, Ryan, & Deci, 1996 ), or 
the Controlling Coach Behaviors Scale (CCBS;  Bartholomew, Ntoumanis, & 
Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2010 ). Three studies ( Pelletier & Vallerand, 1996 ;  Roth, 
Assor, Kanat-Maymon, & Kaplan, 2007 ;  Roth & Weinstock, 2013 ) based mea-
surement of autonomy supportive or controlling behaviors of the individual in 
a position of leadership upon perceptions of these styles by the individual with 
whom they were interacting. Those studies utilized a modifi ed version of the 
teacher autonomy support scale developed by  Assor, Kaplan, and Roth (2002) . 
Three studies ( Maulana, Opdenakker, Stroet, & Bosker, 2013 ;  Sarrazin, Tessier, 
Pelletier, Trouilloud, & Chanal, 2006 ;  Van den Berghe et al., 2013 ) utilized ob-
servation and included objective ratings of need supportive and controlling styl
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es                           via videotape coding. In the studies which employed an experimental design 
( n  = 4), need supportive and controlling styles were manipulated via different 
tasks. For example, in one of the studies ( Deci et al., 1982 ) undergraduate stu-
dents were randomly assigned a role of an individual in a position of authority 
or leadership (eg, teacher) or a subordinate (eg, student). Teachers who were told 
they were responsible for their students performing up to the standard exhibited 
more controlling behaviors than teachers who were told there were no perfor-
mance standards for their students’ learning. One of the studies ( Grolnick, Weiss, 
McKenzie, & Wrightman, 1996 ) used interview ratings with parents to measure 
autonomy support, involvement, and structure dimensions.         

 Drawing from the literature reviewed, we next present a detail report and 
explanation of the fi ndings relevant for understanding of antecedents of coaches 
motivating styles. Additionally, we highlight the applications in the coaching 
domain and identify additional potential antecedents of coaches’ interpersonal 
style. Specifi cally, the next sections are organized into three broad categories 
of antecedents, namely, contextual factors, perceptions of others’ behaviors and 
motivation, and personal factors. We also present two subcategories (ie, so-
cial–environmental factors and external pressure) covered in the educational, 
parental, workplace, and sport domains of SDT.  

  CONTEXTUAL FACTORS 

 Contextual antecedents of need supportive and controlling motivational styles 
have received the most attention in the SDT literature ( Deci et al., 1982 ;  Flink, 
Boggiano, & Barrett, 1990 ;  Pelletier et al., 2002; Pelletier & Sharp, 2009; 
Reeve, 2009 ;  Taylor, Ntoumanis, & Standage, 2008 ). Our review suggested 
social–environmental factors and external pressures to be the predominant con-
textual factors in the literature. 

  Social–Environmental Factors 

 The themes within this category were identifi ed in studies from the contexts of 
sport and parenthood and represent a variety of social–environmental factors that 
may have an infl uence on one’s interpersonal style. For parents, stress (eg, nega-
tive and positive life events), and social support factors were identifi ed as social–
environmental contextual factors in the home context. Cultural norms were iden-
tifi ed in the educational context; and job security, opportunities for professional 
development, and work–life confl ict emerged from the sport context. 

 More specifi cally, in the parental literature,  Grolnick et al. (1996)  exam-
ined stress factors (eg, negative and positive life events), and social support 
as predictors of parenting style. Mothers who were exposed to more negative 
life events (eg, death in the family, illness, repossession of their home) were 
less likely to provide structure and autonomy support for their adolescents rela-
tive to those mothers experiencing positive events. Furthermore,  Grolnick et al.   

C0035.indd   166C0035.indd   166 02/06/16   3:50 AM02/06/16   3:50 AM



Antecedents of Need Supportive and Controlling Interpersonal Styles  Chapter | 7    167

(1996)  found no relation between stress factors and fathers’ parenting style; 
however, fathers who reported higher social support were more involved (ie, 
participated in spontaneous and planned activities, spent time spent alone with 
their child, and others) with their adolescents. 

 In an observational study of an educational literature, teachers in individual-
istic (ie, Dutch classroom) and collectivistic cultures (ie, Indonesian classroom) 
by  Maulana et al. (2013) , teachers’ involvement with students in lessons was 
found to differ across cultures in a manner that aligned with the typical fi nd-
ings from SDT-based crosscultural research. The fi ndings suggest that teach-
ers in individualistic societies see students as independent and autonomous and 
this was associated with the teachers allowing them to express their opinions, 
which is characteristic of an autonomy supportive teaching style. However, the 
fi ndings suggest that teachers in collectivistic societies see students as class 
members rather than individuals resulting in less involvement (eg, closeness) 
with the students. This could be interpreted as suggesting teachers are less need 
supportive in collectivistic societies than in individualistic societies ( Maulana 
et al., 2013 ). This notion is supported by  Reeve et al. (2014)  who found that 
teachers in collectivistic cultures are more controlling in their classroom be-
cause they believe controlling behavior is a cultural norm. 

 In the sport literature,  Stebbings et al. (2012)  examined coaches from vari-
ous types and levels of sports and with job statuses ranging from full-time paid 
to part-time volunteer. Coaches in that study who experienced opportunities for 
professional development reported using autonomy supportive behaviors and 
also had high need satisfaction and psychological well-being. In contrast, coach-
es who experienced fewer opportunities for professional development were 
more likely to experience need thwarting and psychological ill-being, as well as 
the use of more controlling behaviors. This implies that opportunities to develop 
professionally may foster the coaches’ sense of competence and autonomy, by 
increasing their knowledge and experience, and creating a sense that they are 
in control of their own development. Relatedness may also be fostered when 
engaging with their coaching peers during professional development activities. 
However, coaches who are not given these opportunities might feel isolated and 
prohibited from engaging with their coaching peers as well as from developing 
their coaching skills. This may ultimately be costly to the coaches’ sense of re-
latedness and competence. Next, coaches who experienced greater job security 
reported higher need satisfaction and psychological well-being, as well as use 
of autonomy supportive behaviors when interacting with their athletes. Job se-
curity was not related to need thwarting and perceived controlling coach behav-
iors. Finally, coaches who experienced lower work–life confl ict reported higher 
need satisfaction, psychological well-being, and the use of autonomy supportive 
strategies. Coaches who experienced higher work–life confl ict reported higher 
need thwarting, psychological ill-being, and the use of controlling strategies. Ex-
perience of confl ict between coaching and life demands may be related to coach-
es’ experiencing an inability to function effectively in their coaching role, which   
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may impact negatively upon the coaches’ relationships with athletes, employers, 
and organizations as well as the coaches’ use of more controlling strategies. 

 In summary, it is important to consider the nature of the social context and 
the cultural norms that coaches operate in when trying to understand the rea-
son that they may engage in need supportive and controlling behaviors. Stress-
ful and negative life events, poor opportunities for professional development, 
and job insecurity are likely to predict lower need satisfaction and less auton-
omous motivation among individuals in positions of authority or leadership. 
This review suggests these factors may be precursors to these individuals such 
as coaches utilizing less need supportive and more controlling strategies when 
interacting with their athletes. This is in contrast to individuals experiencing 
positive life experiences (eg, work–life balance), more opportunities for pro-
fessional development and job security. In these circumstances, individuals in 
positions of authority or leadership are likely to be more need supportive and 
less controlling. Additionally, those individuals may be more controlling in col-
lectivistic societies where they believe controlling behavior is a norm compar-
ing to individuals in individualistic societies. Collectively, reviewed research 
suggests that organizations such as sport clubs should focus on creating a more 
positive environment for coaches, in part by providing them with job security, 
opportunities for professional development, and a healthy work–life balance.  

  External Pressures 

 Antecedents of interpersonal styles categorized as external pressures were obli-
gations to comply with a curriculum (eg, school, practice), colleagues’ expecta-
tions and demands, pressure from others to meet time constraints, pressure to 
maximize others’ performance via control-inducing statements, administrative 
pressures, pressure from authorities (eg, supervisors), performance evaluations, 
and administration of rewards. This category was identifi ed from the SDT litera-
ture in the areas of education (six empirical studies), parenthood (one empirical 
study), workplace (one empirical study), and more recently in the sport domain 
(two empirical studies). Illustrative examples are now provided in each case. 

 In the education literature ( Pelletier & Sharp, 2009; Reeve, 2002, 2009 ), 
teachers were found to experience external pressure when feeling obligation 
to comply with the already established school curriculum, when experiencing 
expectations or demands from their colleagues and school administrators, as 
well as when operating under strict time constraints set by school authorities. 
Experiencing these pressures was directly associated with teachers’ perceptions 
of themselves using more controlling strategies when interacting with their stu-
dents ( Soenens, Sierens, Vansteenkiste, Dochy, & Goossens, 2012 ). 

 In the early studies in the educational context, external pressure was manip-
ulated via experimental study designs in which it was shown that teachers who 
were pressured by the experimenter to maximize their students’ performance 
via control-inducing statements exhibited more controlling behaviors toward   
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these students (eg, criticized;  Deci et al., 1982; Flink et al., 1990 ). These fi nd-
ings were corroborated in more recent studies via teachers’ self-reports of us-
ing less autonomy supportive and more controlling strategies in the classroom 
when experiencing external pressure, such as perceptions of pressure associated 
with colleagues, perceptions of pressure from the school administrators, and 
perceptions of pressure associated with the school curriculum ( Leroy, Bressoux, 
Sarrazin, & Trouilloud, 2007 ;  Pelletier et al., 2002; Soenens et al., 2012; Taylor 
et al., 2008 ). These studies showed that direct relations between external pres-
sure and controlling behaviors were mediated by teachers’ self-determined mo-
tivation. For example, external pressure such as time constraints, pressure from 
school authorities, or performance evaluations predicted lower autonomous mo-
tivation to teach ( Leroy et al., 2007; Pelletier et al., 2002; Soenens et al., 2012; 
Taylor et al., 2008 ), which in turn predicted the teachers reporting using less au-
tonomy supportive and more controlling behaviors toward their students ( Deci 
et al., 1982; Taylor et al., 2008 ). 

 Similar fi ndings have been reported in the parental literature ( Grolnick, 
Gurland, DeCourcey, & Jacob, 2002 ). In this experimental study, external pres-
sure toward mothers was created via control-inducing statements. Behaviors 
were observed (ie, videotaped) and analyzed using verbal rating for control-
ling (eg, mothers using leading questions and providing answers to their child) 
and autonomy supportive (eg, mothers providing feedback and support to their 
child) interactions. The results showed that mothers who were exposed to ex-
ternal pressure were more controlling and scored lower on using autonomy 
supportive strategies such as offering information and giving feedback, than 
mothers who experienced less external pressure. 

 Only one study with implications for the work place was relevant to the 
theme of external pressure.  Harackiewicz and Larson (1986)  revealed that ex-
perimental participants assigned as supervisors were more controlling in their 
supervision when their job included administering awards to maintain task en-
joyment compared to supervisors whose job did not include rewarding others; 
the latter were less controlling ( Harackiewicz & Larson, 1986 ). These fi ndings 
suggest that in situations where supervisors administered rewards, they were 
less interested in the task enjoyment of those whom they supervised. However, 
in the events when their job did not include rewarding, supervisors might have 
felt more interested in their supervisees’ task enjoyment, resulting in being less 
controlling. 

 In the sport literature,  Rocchi et al. (2013)  identifi ed that basketball coaches 
were more likely to perceive themselves as low in autonomy support if they 
also had high perceptions of pressure from colleagues (ie, pressure from other 
coaches in terms of direct comparison), pressure associated with the practice 
curriculum (ie, perceived stress and impositions placed on them regarding how 
to run training sessions and what decisions to make about training) and admin-
istrative pressure (ie, pressure from club administration on how to run the team, 
select the team and fulfi ll requirements). Similarly,  Iachini’s (2013)  study of   

C0035.indd   169C0035.indd   169 02/06/16   3:50 AM02/06/16   3:50 AM



170    SECTION | II Individual Differences in Sport and Exercise Psychology

high school coaches found that the more coaches perceived pressure from be-
ing evaluated for their athletes’ performance, the less autonomy supportive they 
were toward their athletes. Collectively, the studies presented in this category 
imply that when experiencing external pressure, an individual in a position of 
authority or leadership (eg, coach) will tend to adopt more controlling and less 
autonomy supportive strategies to motivate others ( Reeve, 2009 ). 

 In summary, evidence suggests that external pressure (eg, performance tar-
gets from club administrators) can undermine coaches’ self-determined motiva-
tion and result in coaches’ using more controlling behaviors (eg, using praise 
in a controlling way, punishment). Coaches will always have to deal with time 
constraints or performance evaluations ( Pelletier & Sharp, 2009 ). However, this 
review highlights the importance of supporting coaches so that such circum-
stances do not internalize pressures and become controlling.   

  PERCEPTIONS OF OTHERS’ BEHAVIORS AND MOTIVATION 

 Ten empirical studies found antecedents of leaders’ interpersonal style to be 
their perception of other’s behaviors (eg, engagement) and motivation. In the 
education literature, when perceiving students as highly self-determined to 
engage in classroom lessons, teachers reported that they tended to respond 
by using more structure, involvement, and autonomy supportive strategies 
( Pelletier et al., 2002; Pelletier & Vallerand, 1996; Reeve, 2002, 2009; Taylor 
& Ntoumanis, 2007; Taylor et al., 2008 ). Additionally, students who were per-
ceived as showing higher emotional and behavioral engagement in the classroom 
received more autonomy support, structure, and involvement behaviors from 
their teachers ( Skinner & Belmont, 1993 ). Two studies found that when perceiv-
ing students as not self-determined teachers tend to use controlling motivational 
strategies in their classrooms ( Sarrazin et al., 2006; Soenens et al., 2012 ). For 
example, in an experimental study with graduate and undergraduate students 
being assigned as supervisors and supervisees, respectively, it was found that 
supervisors who believed that their supervisees were intrinsically motivated to-
ward the experimental task were perceived as more autonomy supportive and 
less controlling than supervisors who considered their supervisees to be ex-
trinsically motivated ( Pelletier & Vallerand, 1996 ). Interestingly,  Sarrazin et al. 
(2006)  found similar results in a mixed method study that included self-reports 
from physical education teachers and high school students and objective coding 
of teacher behaviors from videotaped lessons. Teachers who had expectations of 
low self-determined motivation among their students were objectively rated as 
using more controlling strategies than teachers who had expectations of highly 
self-determined students. 

 In the parental literature,  Grolnick et al. (1996)  found that parents who 
perceived their adolescent as “diffi cult” (eg, tempered, moody, not engaged) 
reported providing less autonomy support and less involvement than parents 
who perceived their adolescents as less diffi cult (eg, more engaged, less moody).   

C0035.indd   170C0035.indd   170 02/06/16   3:50 AM02/06/16   3:50 AM



Antecedents of Need Supportive and Controlling Interpersonal Styles  Chapter | 7    171

Similarly, in the sport literature, high school coaches who perceived their ath-
letes to be low in self-determined motivation, self-reported using less autonomy 
supportive behavior techniques toward these athletes than coaches who per-
ceived their athletes to be more self-determined ( Rocchi et al., 2013 ). In an 
experimental health context study of exercise science students being assigned 
the role of a fi tness instructor,  Ng, Thøgersen-Ntoumani, and Ntoumanis (2012)  
found that perceptions of exerciser self-determined motivation was associated 
with high instructor autonomy support, but only for male exercisers. 

 In sum, this review has revealed that coaches’ perceptions of their athletes’ 
self-determined motivation may be an important trigger of their adoption of 
a need supportive or controlling interpersonal style. The research suggests 
that coaches use more controlling strategies when perceiving that their ath-
letes lack self-determined motivation. This may be because they feel pressure 
to “make” these athletes motivated because otherwise they may not meet the 
performance expectations of club administrators or others with expectations 
such as parents or sponsors. Hence, those coaches might use controlling strate-
gies as means of ensuring that athletes reach the required standards ( Pelletier 
& Sharp, 2009 ). On the other hand, the literature shows that perceiving athletes 
as self-determined may predict coaches’ use of more need supportive strategies 
( Rocchi et al., 2013 ). When coaches can see that athletes are already self-deter-
mined, they may feel they have more freedom to be need supportive as the ath-
letes’ self-determined motivation is already in place. Ultimately, these fi ndings 
highlight a common misunderstanding of the nature of self-determined motiva-
tion among the coaching community. It is important that coaches are educated 
to understand that need supportive coaching is in fact the more adaptive way 
to foster motivation, even among athletes low in self-determined motivation. 
When coaches are controlling they may witness an increase in athletes’ levels 
of motivation, but this will not be self-determined motivation, it will most likely 
be introjected and/or external motivation. This is unlikely to sustain long term 
or be adaptive for the athletes’ performance or well-being.  

  PERSONAL FACTORS 

 Seventeen empirical studies identifi ed that personal factors (ie, beliefs or per-
sonal dispositions) played a role in determining interpersonal styles adopted by 
teachers, parents, or coaches. Personal factors identifi ed in these studies were 
individuals’ beliefs about effectiveness, implementation, and normalcy of im-
plementation styles, religious affi liation and frequency of church attendance, 
individuals’ epistemological and entity or incremental nature of the beliefs, 
causality orientations, self-regulation, and the individuals’ self-determined 
motivation, internal pressures (eg, ego-involvement), psychological need satis-
faction, and well-/ill-being. 

  Reeve et al. (2014)  focused on three different beliefs teachers may have 
when orienting toward autonomy supportive and controlling interpersonal   
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styles in relation to societal/cultural type. The study showed teachers will sub-
scribe to a particular style depending on how effective, normative, and easy-to-
implement they perceive this style to be. The effectiveness belief was higher 
among autonomy supportive teachers in individualistic societies. Teachers in 
collectivistic societies believed that a controlling style was more normative, and 
they reported that they used it more commonly in their classrooms. The ease of 
implementation belief predicted autonomy support in teachers in individualistic 
cultures, but not in collectivistic cultures. 

 Another type of belief, religious affi liation, was explored within the educa-
tion literature as an antecedent of interpersonal styles ( Cai, Reeve, & Robinson, 
2002 ). This study of home educators and public school teachers found that re-
ligiously motivated and more frequent church attendees (ie, home educators) 
reported a preference toward motivating their children’s learning in a more 
controlling manner than public school teachers. This suggests that religious be-
liefs may orient teachers toward a particular interpersonal style, although the 
evidence was correlational in nature. 

 One study has assessed personal epistemological beliefs (ie, beliefs about 
perception of knowledge characteristics and nature of knowing) as antecedents 
of interpersonal styles. In a study with high school teachers, it was found that 
students of teachers who were more absolute and objective (ie, the teachers be-
lieved knowledge is simple and allowed for single correct answers and self-
evident truth) reported their teachers as less autonomy supportive. On the con-
trary, teachers who were more relativist and subjective (ie, believed knowledge 
is complex and changing and permit justifi able perspectives) were comparatively 
more autonomy supportive ( Roth & Weinstock, 2013 ). This suggests that teach-
ers with a relativist belief are more fl exible in their approach and as such may 
be more willing and/or able to display other characteristics of autonomy support 
that also refl ect fl exibility. This could include demonstrating understanding of 
students’ perspectives and providing students with opportunities for choice and 
decision making. In contrast, teachers with absolutist beliefs do not allow for 
fl exibility in answers, and this is suggestive of more controlling behaviors. 

  Leroy et al. (2007)  reported that the belief that academic abilities cannot 
change despite students’ efforts (ie, entity belief) was negatively related to 
teachers’ perception of autonomy supportive strategies. The belief that academ-
ic abilities can be improved through students’ own efforts (ie, an incremental 
belief) did not have a direct relation with autonomy support. 

 This review identifi ed three studies and two review chapters within edu-
cational context that had explored how causality orientations predict teach-
er’s interpersonal style. SDT distinguishes between three types of causality 
orientations: autonomous, controlled, and impersonal ( Deci & Ryan, 1985 ). 
Individuals with an autonomous causality orientation pursue volitional choic-
es and experience higher self-determination and need satisfaction ( Deci & 
Ryan, 1985; Taylor et al., 2008 ). Conversely, individuals with controlled cau-
sality orientation experience pressured behaviors, lower self-determination, and   
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need thwarting ( Deci & Ryan, 1985; Van den Berghe et al., 2013 ). Individuals 
with an impersonal causality orientation tend to experience ineffi cient behav-
ior ( Deci & Ryan, 1985 ). Overall, the reviewed studies found that causality 
orientations were signifi cantly associated with interpersonal styles. Teachers 
with a controlled causality orientation embraced more controlling behaviors, 
whereas teachers with an autonomous causality orientation utilized more au-
tonomy supportive behaviors ( Reeve, 1998, 2002, 2009; Taylor et al., 2008; 
Van den Berghe et al., 2013 ). This may be because autonomous orientation 
allows teachers to function in self-determined ways. That is, autonomously 
orientated teachers feel more autonomous in their decisions, more competent 
when teaching and more related to their students, resulting in more autonomy 
supportive behaviors ( Taylor et al., 2008 ). In contrast, control-oriented teachers 
may experience higher internal pressure to perform well and need thwarting; 
these experiences result in teachers displaying more controlling behaviors ( Van 
den Berghe et al., 2013 ). 

 Other dispositional factors have recently been explored, beyond causality 
orientations. In a study by  Pierro, Presaghi, Higgins, and Kruglanski (2009)  in 
the educational literature, two self-regulatory orientations (ie, locomotion and 
assessment) were investigated as antecedents of the two interpersonal styles. 
Locomotion orientation refers to a trait of making something happen, where-
as assessment orientation is a trait refl ecting more critical evaluation. The re-
sults revealed that teachers who had more of an assessment orientation (such 
as comparing themselves with other people, thinking about their positive and 
negative characteristics, and critically evaluating their own and others’ work), 
reported using less autonomy supportive behaviors and more controlling ones 
than teachers with a locomotion orientation ( Pierro et al., 2009 ). High assess-
ment teachers were found to be extrinsically motivated and used rewards and 
punishment to motivate their students, more than high locomotion teachers. The 
latter were more autonomously motivated and utilized more autonomy support-
ive strategies. 

 Furthermore, research studies identifi ed in the review examined the degree of 
autonomous motivation of teachers as predictors of their autonomy supportive and 
controlling behaviors. The results indicated that autonomously motivated teach-
ers reported the use of a more autonomy supportive teaching style ( Robertson 
& Jones, 2013; Van den Berghe et al., 2014 ) and less use of a controlling style 
( Soenens et al., 2012 ). The results suggest that more autonomous motivation for 
teaching energizes and drives teachers to relate to students in a more autonomy 
supportive way. Moreover,  Roth et al. (2007)  revealed that teachers’ self-reported 
autonomous motivation for teaching was positively related to students’ percep-
tions of teacher’s autonomy support. These fi ndings highlight the importance of 
teachers feeling autonomously motivated. When this is the case, they are more 
likely to adopt an autonomy supportive style that is detectable by students. 

 In the parental literature, internal pressures such as high contingent self-
esteem and ego-involvement have been identifi ed as predictors of autonomy 
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supportive   and controlling behaviors. In two experimental studies by  Grolnick and 
coworkers (2002, 2007) , external pressure was manipulated via control-induced 
statements. Parents who were ego-involved in relation to their children’s per-
formance utilized more controlling than autonomy supportive strategies toward 
their children. Furthermore, parents with a mindset resistant to changes and those 
experiencing high contingent self-esteem also exhibited more controlling behav-
iors ( Grolnick et al., 2007 ). The results suggest that parents who are ego-involved 
may utilize controlling behaviors in an effort to ensure their child’s success, 
which they perhaps perceive will also refl ect well on them. Hence, experiences 
of ego-involvement could be an antecedent of the creation of an ego-involving 
motivational climate, which is recognized in the SDT literature as a characteristic 
of controlling behaviors ( Bartholomew et al., 2009 ). Furthermore, in a recent 
study,  Grolnick (2015)  found that autonomous motivation toward involvement 
in child’s schooling (eg, knowing about school activities and events, going to 
school activities and events, and playing games that may help their children learn 
making the environment more positive) was positively related to the degree of 
involvement as well as experiences of positive affect during involvement. 

 In the sport literature,  Stebbings et al. (2011)  reported a positive relation be-
tween the coaches’ need satisfaction and well-being and their use of autonomy 
supportive behaviors. These fi ndings were extended in a longitudinal study by 
 Stebbings et al. (2015)  in which the coaches’ psychological well-being (ie, posi-
tive affect and integration of coaching with one’s sense of self) was positively as-
sociated with autonomy supportive coaching. This suggests that when coaches are 
excited and engaged in their coaching role and have internalized motives, they are 
more likely to provide their athletes with opportunities to make choices or feel vo-
litional, compared to coaches who are less excited and engaged. Conversely, the 
study revealed that coaches who experienced psychological ill-being (ie, negative 
affect) reported being more controlling. Thus, when coaches are more distressed 
(eg, experiencing negative affect), they may be more likely to provide negative 
feedback and intimidate their athlete, compared to coaches who are not distressed. 

 In summary, although there is some evidence from other contexts, very few 
studies in the context of sport have researched personal factors as antecedents 
of controlling and need supportive behaviors. Personal factors have predomi-
nantly been examined in the parental and education literatures. Coaches’ beliefs 
about need supportive and controlling behaviors (eg, in terms of how effective, 
normative and easy to implement they are) could predict the use of such be-
haviors ( Reeve et al., 2014 ). As suggested by  Reeve et al. (2014) , these beliefs 
may be a potential mediator between external pressure and interpersonal style 
use. For example, pressures from club administration may shape the belief that 
a controlling style is the norm in the club, and this may encourage coaches to 
use controlling style strategies to motivate their athletes. In terms of beliefs 
about effectiveness and ease of implementation, providing training programs 
on effectiveness and implementation of need supportive behaviors may help 
coaches use need supportive strategies when interacting with their athletes.   
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 Another type of belief that could be relevant to coach interpersonal styles 
identifi ed in this review is the coaches’ personal epistemological beliefs ( Roth 
& Weinstock, 2013 ). Coaches who are more relativist about knowledge and be-
lieve that there are multiple perspectives on knowledge will more likely un-
derstand and enhance their athlete needs and self-determined motivation, ulti-
mately adopting autonomy supportive strategies. On the contrary, coaches who 
are more absolutist believe knowledge is certain and objective, and will not al-
low fl exibility for their athletes. These coaches may thwart their athlete needs 
and undermine their self-determined motivation, ultimately adopting controlling 
strategies. 

 Coaches who believe their athletes’ abilities and skills cannot change regard-
less of their efforts (ie, entity belief) might focus on detecting athletes who are 
more “talented.” In order to identify those athletes, they might conduct activi-
ties that focus more on athlete abilities, hence utilizing more ego-involving and 
controlling methods. However, coaches who believe athlete’s abilities can be 
changed through their own effort (ie, incremental belief) may be less likely 
to utilize ego-involving methods. Exploring these beliefs among coaches may 
shed light on specifi c directions for designing coaching programs to facilitate 
need supportive behaviors. 

 Coaches may also experience ego-involvement, resistance to change, and 
contingent self-esteem ( Grolnick & Apostoleris, 2002 ) as a result of feeling 
a threat to their sense of self when they want their athletes to perform to the 
standard at which they are being evaluated. In order to create a more adap-
tive environment that could serve to reduce the risks of coaches experiencing 
these internal and external pressures, sport administrators should regularly re-
view their policies and practices to ensure that targets are agreed in a manner 
that is challenging to coaches rather than imposed in a way that is threatening. 
Moreover, it is clearly also important that sports administrators adopt a more 
need supportive and less controlling interpersonal style to ensure that the moti-
vational climate surrounding coaches is adaptive. Furthermore, if clubs pressure 
coaches by placing emphasis on short-term outcomes, this is unlikely to be adap-
tive in the long term. Research suggests that this will have an undermining ef-
fect on the well-being of coaches and may create feelings of job insecurity (one 
of the predictors of controlling behaviors;  Stebbings et al., 2012 ). According 
to SDT, if coaches also operate in a more need supportive environment, their 
well-being is likely to profi t. Thus, when coaches experience high psychologi-
cal well-being, they are more likely to use need supportive strategies and create 
more positive environment ( Stebbings et al., 2011 ).  

  SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 The factors that lead those in positions of power and/or infl uence to be need 
supportive and/or controlling when interacting with subordinates is a topic that 
has been explored in various life domains (parental, education), but less so in   
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sport. This review has identifi ed a number of potential areas for future research 
that may reveal additional potential antecedents of coaches’ interpersonal style. 
To date, only one study grounded in SDT has explored personality traits (ie, 
narcissism) as predictors of autonomy supportive and controlling coach behav-
iors ( Matosic et al., in press ). The narcissistic leadership literature has focused 
mainly on the negative characteristics of narcissistic leaders, describing them 
as authoritarian, superior, not tolerating criticism, or reacting to perceived ego 
threat with aggression ( Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006 ). In the context of sport, it 
has recently been found that coaches with narcissistic traits will embrace more 
a controlling than need supportive interpersonal style ( Matosic et al., in press ). 
Additional work on this topic is required by looking at other personality char-
acteristics. For example, the same trend could follow in exploring the other 
two factors of the “dark triad” (ie, psychopathy, Machiavellianism), not just 
narcissism. The “dark triad” factors are found to share characteristics and all 
three entail characteristics such as self-promotion, lack of empathy, and aggres-
siveness. This suggests that such traits will potentially be positive predictors of 
controlling behaviors ( Paulhus & Williams, 2002 ). Furthermore, it would be in-
teresting to investigate the possibility of constructs from the Five-Factor model 
of personality (ie, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, 
openness to experience) as predictors of need supportive and controlling be-
haviors. For example, extraversion, agreeableness, and openness to experience 
are found to be positively related to supportive types of leadership, suggest-
ing that they will also be associated with need supportive behaviors ( Judge & 
Bono, 2000 ). 

 The literature reviewed in this chapter has also highlighted potential future 
directions on this topic from a methodological perspective. To date, no sport-
specifi c studies have tested antecedents of coaching behaviors using an experi-
mental design. Future studies could also replicate or expand upon experimental 
studies from other domains to determine whether similar antecedent variables 
are identifi ed with regard to coaching. For example, replicating observational 
studies conducted in the educational literature could potentially determine the 
causes of need supportive and controlling interpersonal styles and answer why 
coaches engage in those specifi c behaviors ( Sarrazin et al., 2006 ). 

 In summary, a number of antecedents of controlling and need supportive be-
haviors have been identifi ed in the SDT literature across various life domains 
(eg, education, work, parenting, sport, health). This review has identifi ed that 
these antecedents fall into three main categories, namely contextual factors, per-
ceptions of subordinate’s behaviors and motivation, and personal factors. The 
applicability of some of these antecedents to the coaches’ interpersonal styles are 
discussed in this chapter, but such arguments need empirical testing to be better 
substantiated. Although there are still gaps in knowledge, the literature suggests 
that individuals in positions of authority or leadership, when feeling external and/
or internal pressures will embrace a more controlling and less need supportive 
interpersonal style. Further exploration of antecedents of the two interpersonal   
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styles is important to serve as a guideline in creating interventions for teach-
ers, coaches, or parents to educate them in forming more positive environments. 
Ultimately, this will be more motivationally adaptive and will foster higher well-
being and performance, both for their athletes and for the coaches themselves.  
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