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The purpose of this study was to test the potential moderating role of perceived
controlling coaching behavior on the relationship of scholarship status to perceived
competence and autonomy and, indirectly, intrinsic motivation in collegiate Division I
swimmers. Simultaneously, we tested the mediating roles of perceived competence and
autonomy in the relationships of scholarship status and perceived controlling coaching
behavior to intrinsic motivation. NCAA Division I male and female swimmers (N �
162) in the United States were administered a questionnaire containing measures of all
study variables. The results of path analysis revealed a significant interaction between
scholarship status and perceived controlling coaching behavior predicting perceived
competence (� � �.26). In addition, the results indicated a significant negative
relationship between perceived controlling coaching behavior and perceived autonomy
(� � �.25), and a significant indirect relationship between perceived controlling
coaching behavior and intrinsic motivation (R2 � .22), partially supporting the medi-
ation model. The present findings provide additional support for cognitive evaluation
theory and the importance of considering interactions between scholarship status and
various aspects of the social context of sport in predicting perceptions of competence
and autonomy, and intrinsic motivation. The findings expand the literature on the way
scholarships function within the context of the coach–athlete relationship, providing
new information on how coaches may impact their athletes’ motivation.
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College athletics has historically played an
instrumental role in the life of a university and
can have a positive influence on athletes, the
student body, alumni connections, and the com-
munity (Hyman & Van Jura, 2009; Lombardi et
al., 2003). In the United States, college sport has
grown more complex throughout the 20th cen-
tury moving from an amateur sport model to
one of professionalized sport, bringing in more
revenue and attracting unprecedented media at-
tention (Lombardi et al., 2003). This evolution
of the role of college sport has coincided with
the development of a “win at all costs” attitude,

which has led some to refer to “student-
athletes” as “athlete-students” (Hyman & Van
Jura, 2009). Changes in the culture of college
sport may be concerning for many reasons, not
least of which is the impact they might have on
athletes’ motivation to play their sport. At
higher levels of competition, some athletes may
experience more pressure to play, not only for
the love of the game, but to win for the univer-
sity community, alumni, and a national audi-
ence. Unfortunately, these more external rea-
sons for participation may not produce the most
optimal sport experiences for these young ath-
letes (Ryan & Deci, 2007).

Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci &
Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2002, 2007) catego-
rizes different reasons for sport participation as
either intrinsic or extrinsic. Intrinsic reasons
reflect participation for internal reasons such as
the personal satisfaction and enjoyment experi-
enced while playing the sport. Intrinsic reasons
for participation are considered completely au-
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tonomous or self-determined. Extrinsic reasons,
on the other hand, can be either autonomous or
controlling. The autonomous forms include in-
tegrated regulation (e.g., participating in sport
because it is part of who you are), and identified
regulation (e.g., participating in sport because
one values the benefits). The controlling forms
include introjected regulation (e.g., participat-
ing in sport to gain feelings of pride or avoid
feeling guilt and anxiety), and external regula-
tion (e.g., participating in sport for rewards or
social approval). Amotivation (e.g., participat-
ing in sport without any interest or desire) is
considered a nonregulation and reflects uninten-
tional behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2002; Standage
& Ryan, 2012). SDT research in the sport set-
ting clearly indicates that athletes experience
more positive outcomes such as positive emo-
tions, sport intentions, satisfaction, effort, and
persistence when they experience intrinsic mo-
tivation and autonomous forms of extrinsic mo-
tivation compared with more controlling forms
of motivation (Blanchard, Amoit, Perreault, &
Vallerand, 2009; Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand, &
Brière, 2001; Pelletier et al., 1995). Of these,
intrinsic motivation has consistently been the
strongest predictor of positive cognitive, affec-
tive, and behavioral consequences in many
sport studies (e.g., Gagné, Ryan, & Bargmann,
2003; Pelletier et al., 1995, 2001) and thus
should be considered a superior form of moti-
vation influencing sport experience.

Given the benefits of having more intrinsic
motivation in sport, researchers have been in-
terested in identifying how various social con-
textual factors impact athletes’ intrinsic motiva-
tion. Cognitive evaluation theory (CET; Ryan &
Deci, 2002, 2007), a sub theory of self-
determination theory, helps predict how various
events within the social context of sport such as
coaching behavior, level of competition, or the
use of rewards may impact intrinsic motivation.
Specifically, it states that the influence of the
social context on intrinsic motivation will de-
pend on the extent to which it impacts athletes’
feelings of competence and/or autonomy. The
need for competence refers to the need to feel
skilled at one’s sport. The need for autonomy is
the need to engage in activities of one’s choos-
ing. According to CET, any event that increases
perceived autonomy or perceived competence
will enhance intrinsic motivation. Conversely,
any event that decreases perceived autonomy or

competence will undermine intrinsic motiva-
tion. Researchers have supported the positive
relationships between satisfaction of the needs
for competence and autonomy and intrinsic or
autonomous motivation in sport settings (Gagné
et al., 2003; Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005;
Jõesaar, Hein, & Hagger, 2011; Sarrazin, Valle-
rand, Guillet, Pelletier, & Cury, 2002).

CET further explains that contextual events
such as rewards have both informational and
controlling aspects (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan
& Deci, 2002). The informational aspect of the
reward provides information about the ability of
individuals to interact effectively with their en-
vironment (e.g., receiving a “best player”
award). The controlling aspect of the reward
refers to how much pressure individuals expe-
rience as a result of the reward (e.g., coaches
promising rewards for good performances). The
relative salience of the informational and con-
trolling aspects of a reward is referred to as the
functional significance and will determine
whether intrinsic motivation is enhanced or un-
dermined. For example, if the reward is per-
ceived as controlling, it is more likely to under-
mine athletes’ intrinsic motivation because
autonomy is diminished. However, if the re-
ward is perceived as informational, it will de-
pend on whether the information is positive or
negative. If the information is positive, then
intrinsic motivation will be enhanced owing to
elevated levels of perceived competence; if the
information is negative, intrinsic motivation is
more likely to be undermined owing to lower
perceptions of competence (Ryan & Deci,
2002). A reward that may be particularly rele-
vant to NCAA Division I college athletes’ in-
trinsic motivation is scholarship status.

Researchers who have focused on the rela-
tionship between scholarship status and motiva-
tion have revealed mixed findings in their re-
search. In one of the earliest research studies
examining scholarship status and motivation in
college athletes, Ryan (1977) used enjoyment
items as well as some additional questions to
indirectly assess intrinsic motivation in male
football players. He found that more scholarship
football players were participating in their sport
for extrinsic reasons compared with nonschol-
arship football players, and scholarship football
players indicated they enjoyed their sport less
than the nonscholarship players. Later, Ryan
(1980) reported similar results with NCAA Di-
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vision II scholarship and nonscholarship foot-
ball players; however, the wrestlers and female
athletes on scholarship in the study reported
they enjoyed their sport more than their non-
scholarship teammates. These results show how
scholarships may be perceived as less control-
ling within the culture and climate of certain
sports (e.g., wrestling and women’s sports in the
70s). However, this is only speculative, as per-
ceptions of autonomy were not assessed.

In the most recent study on sport scholarships
(Medic, Mack, Wilson, & Starkes, 2007), a
broader SDT framework was used to examine
the relationships between scholarship status and
all motivation regulations in basketball players
from NCAA Division I schools and universities
in Canada. The results indicated that male Di-
vision I scholarship athletes reported higher lev-
els of introjected regulation than female non-
scholarship athletes as well as higher levels of
external regulation compared with female
scholarship athletes and all nonscholarship ath-
letes. Similar to the female athletes in this study,
Hollembeak and Amorose (2005) examining
only intrinsic motivation in athletes from a va-
riety of sports, reported no differences by schol-
arship status. These studies support how schol-
arships may be perceived as more controlling
for certain sports (e.g., football and men’s bas-
ketball) and for males in particular. Collec-
tively, these mixed findings highlight the im-
portance of the functional significance of the
scholarship and how it may differ across sport
or gender. However, none of these studies di-
rectly tested the mediating roles of perceived
competence or autonomy in the relationship be-
tween scholarship status and intrinsic motiva-
tion, so these pathways remain unexplored.

In other research on scholarship status,
NCAA Division I college athletes on full schol-
arship and partial scholarship report higher per-
ceptions of competence relative to those not on
scholarship (Amorose & Horn, 2000; Hollem-
beak & Amorose, 2005). In contrast, no differ-
ences in perceptions of autonomy (i.e., per-
ceived choice) have been found (Amorose &
Horn, 2000, 2001; Hollembeak & Amorose,
2005). Finally, Amorose and Horn (2001) re-
ported no differences in perceptions of compe-
tence by scholarship status. Overall, these re-
sults demonstrate that, in line with CET, higher
scholarship status may communicate positive
information about athletes’ ability levels. This

could elevate scholarship athletes’ perceptions
of competence and therefore enhance their in-
trinsic motivation, though this was not tested in
these studies. On the other hand, no differences
in perceived autonomy across scholarship status
suggest that the controlling aspect of scholarships
was not salient for these athletes on average
(Amorose & Horn, 2000, 2001; Hollembeak &
Amorose, 2005). A qualitative investigation of
scholarship athletes showed that experiences of
autonomy can be dependent on athletes’ relation-
ship with their coach (Kimball, 2007). Therefore,
potential moderating factors such as controlling
coaching behavior may impact athletes’ percep-
tion of their scholarship as controlling. For ex-
ample, higher scholarship status may only de-
crease feelings of autonomy for athletes who
perceive their coaches as being very controlling.

Owing to mixed results and numerous limi-
tations, the relationship between scholarship
status and motivation requires further research.
Limitations include using enjoyment or per-
ceived competence to measure intrinsic motiva-
tion (e.g., Amorose & Horn, 2000, 2001; Ryan,
1980), small sample sizes and uneven distribu-
tions of scholarships across participants (Amo-
rose & Horn, 2001; Medic et al., 2007; Ryan,
1977), recruiting athletes from two different
countries’ (i.e., Canada and United States) col-
legiate sport systems (Medic et al., 2007), and
using participants from a variety of sports in-
troducing potentially confounding variables in
the studies (Amorose & Horn, 2000, 2001; Hol-
lembeak & Amorose, 2005). Finally, potential
social factors that may influence athletes’ per-
ception of their scholarship and, thus, help clar-
ify the mixed findings in the existing literature
have not been included in scholarship research.
According to CET (Ryan & Deci, 2002), the
effect that scholarship status has on the intrinsic
motivation within the sport context may be in-
fluenced by the interpersonal climate in which
the scholarship is administered. That is, the
impact of the scholarship on athletes’ percep-
tions of competence, autonomy, and ultimately
intrinsic motivation should depend in part on
factors such as the coaching climate in which
the scholarship is administered.

A specific type of coaching behavior that
appears particularly relevant to how athletes
feel about their scholarship status is controlling
coaching behavior. Controlling coaching behav-
ior includes behaviors where coaches act in
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authoritarian and pressuring ways (Bar-
tholomew, Ntoumanis, & Thøgersen-Ntoumani,
2009) and is thought to hinder more autono-
mous motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). In line
with SDT, controlling coaching behaviors
should undermine autonomous forms of moti-
vation and promote more controlling forms be-
cause they fail to support satisfaction of basic
psychological needs including perceived com-
petence and autonomy (Bartholomew, Ntouma-
nis, Ryan, & Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2011b;
Hodge & Lonsdale, 2011; Pelletier et al., 2001).
Researchers have supported this contention in
sport, revealing that perceptions of control-
ling coaching behavior relate positively to
forms of controlling motivation and nega-
tively to autonomous forms (Pelletier et al.,
2001) and undermine perceptions of the three
basic psychological needs (i.e., the needs for
competence, autonomy, and relatedness; Bar-
tholomew, Ntoumanis, Ryan, Bosch, &
Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2011a).

Controlling coaching behavior has recently
been assessed using a measure developed from
an SDT perspective called the Controlling
Coach Behaviors Scale (CCBS; Bartholomew,
Ntoumanis, & Thøgersen-Ntoumani, 2010).
The CCBS consists of four subscales: control-
ling use of rewards, negative conditional regard,
intimidation, and excessive personal control.
Each of the subscales describes a unique con-
trolling strategy that coaches may use in the
sport context and that has the potential to un-
dermine athletes’ feelings of autonomy and
competence, and thus undermine autonomous
motivation (Bartholomew et al., 2009). Though
all four subscales reflect controlling coaching
behaviors, only the controlling use of rewards
subscale directly addresses how coaches might
use rewards (e.g., scholarships) to control their
athletes. According to CET (Ryan & Deci,
2002), the effect that scholarships have on in-
trinsic motivation within the sport context de-
pends, in part, on the extent to which it is used
in a controlling manner. Therefore, the way that
coaches use rewards to control their athletes
may have the most bearing on how athletes feel
about their athletic scholarship status and, thus,
how their perceptions of competence, auton-
omy, and intrinsic motivation are impacted.

The purpose of this study was to test the
potential moderating role of perceived control-
ling coaching behavior on the relationship of

scholarship status to perceived competence and
autonomy and, indirectly, intrinsic motivation
in collegiate Division I swimmers in the United
States. This study addresses limitations of past
scholarship research by using a large sample of
athletes from the same sport (i.e., swimming),
country (i.e., United States), and level of compe-
tition (i.e., NCAA Division I), with a relatively
even distribution of scholarship status, and testing
the potential moderating role of perceived control-
ling coaching behavior in the relationship between
scholarship status and intrinsic motivation. We
have also extended past research by explicitly
testing the mediating roles of perceived compe-
tence and autonomy in the relationships of schol-
arship status, controlling coaching behavior, and
their interaction to intrinsic motivation. We pre-
dicted that athletes who reported lower per-
ceived controlling coaching behavior would
demonstrate a stronger positive relationship be-
tween scholarship status and perceived compe-
tence compared with athletes who reported
higher perceived controlling coaching behavior.
Because there has been no relationship reported
between scholarship status and perceived auton-
omy in the literature (Amorose & Horn, 2001),
we expected a negative relationship between
scholarship status and perceived autonomy only
under conditions of higher perceived control-
ling coaching behavior. Finally, perceived com-
petence and autonomy were hypothesized to
mediate the relationships of scholarship status,
controlling coaching behavior, and/or their in-
teraction to intrinsic motivation.

Method

Participants

Participants (N � 162) included female (n �
91) and male (n � 71) swimmers from eight
NCAA Division I colleges and universities
from seven conferences across the Midwest, Mid-
Atlantic, and Northeast regions of the United
States. Four teams were coed with the same coach
working with both male and female swimmers,
two teams were coed with separate coaches for
males and females, and two teams were women
only. All head coaches were male. The partici-
pants were members of their collegiate swim
team, ranged in age from 18 to 22 (Mage � 20.06
years, SD � 1.22) and reported practicing swim-
ming for 11.55 years (SD � 3.63). The sample
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included 24.7% freshman, 25.9% sophomores,
31.5% juniors, 14.8% seniors, 1.9% graduate stu-
dents, 0.6% other, and 0.6% did not report class.
Swimmers were included in this study because of
the variability of scholarship status within teams
in NCAA Division I schools. Almost 20% re-
ported no scholarship (0%), 69.7% were on vary-
ing amounts of partial scholarship (1%–99%), and
10.5% were on full athletic scholarship (100%).
The majority of athletes reported being White/
Caucasian (85.8%), with the rest identifying them-
selves as Black (2.5%), Asian (3.7%), Latino/
Hispanic (2.5%), Bi- or Multiracial (1.9%), other
(2.5%), or did not report their race (1.2%).

Measures

Perceived autonomy. Perceived autonomy
was assessed using a 6-item scale developed for
the sport setting by Hollembeak and Amorose
(2005). Items assessed the amount of choice or
control athletes feel they have in their sport
participation (e.g., “I have a say in what I do
when participating in sport”). Responses ranged
on a 5-point scale from 1 � not at all true for me
to 5 � completely true for me. This scale has
demonstrated construct validity and adequate
internal consistency reliability (� � .70) in
samples of college athletes (e.g., Amorose &
Anderson-Butcher, 2007; Hollembeak & Amo-
rose, 2005).

Perceived competence. Perceived compe-
tence was assessed by a modified version of the
5-item Perceived Competence subscale of the
Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI; McAuley,
Duncan, & Tammen, 1989). Responses ranged
on a 7-point scale from 1 � strongly disagree to
5 � strongly agree. The items were modified
from “activity” and “at this game” to “my sport”
and “during competition” (e.g., “I think I am
pretty good at my sport” and “I am satisfied
with my performances during competition”).
Two of the items were changed from past tense
to present tense (e.g., “After competing, I feel
pretty competent at my sport” and “I can’t per-
form very well in my sport”). Modified versions
of this subscale have demonstrated construct
validity and adequate internal consistency reli-
ability (� � .70) in previous research studies
with college (Amorose & Horn, 2000, 2001),
club, regional, and national-level athletes (Adie,
Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008; Bartholomew et al.,
2011a; Reinboth, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2004).

Motivation regulations. Intrinsic motiva-
tion was assessed using the 4-item intrinsic mo-
tivation-general subscale (e.g., “I participate in
my sport because I enjoy it”) from the Behav-
ioral Regulation in Sport Questionnaire (BRSQ;
Lonsdale, Hodge, & Rose, 2008).1 The re-
sponses ranged on a 7-point scale from 1 � not
true at all to 7 � very true. The IM-general
subscale has demonstrated construct validity
and adequate internal consistency reliability
(� � .70) in previous sport-related research
studies examining competitive athletes (ages
18–58) from a variety of sports including soc-
cer, basketball, track and field, swimming, and
tennis (Hodge & Lonsdale, 2011; Lonsdale et
al., 2008).

Controlling coaching behavior. The
4-item controlling use of rewards subscale (e.g.,
“My coach tries to motivate me by promising to
reward me if I do well.”) from the Controlling
Coach Behaviors Scale (CCBS; Bartholomew
et al., 2010) was used to assess the extent to
which athletes perceived their coaches used re-
wards (e.g., scholarships) to control them. The
responses ranged on a 7-point scale from 1 �
strongly disagree to 7 � strongly agree. The
controlling use of rewards subscale alone has
demonstrated adequate internal consistency re-
liability (� � .70) with competitive adolescent
athletes (Bartholomew et al., 2010).

Demographic questions. Each participant
was asked to respond to demographic questions
concerning personal information and sport
background. Athletes also indicated their ath-
letic scholarship status ranging from no schol-
arship (0%), to four levels of partial scholarship
(1%–25%, 25%–50%, 50%–75%, 75%–99%),
to full scholarship (100%). Athletic scholarship
was treated as a continuous variable in the study
on a 6-point scale ranging from 0 to 5, with 0 �
no scholarship (0%) to 5 � full scholarship
(100%).

Procedures

Twenty head coaches of NCAA Division I
swim teams in the Midwest, Mid-Atlantic,

1 Participants also completed the other subscales included
in the BRSQ and CCBS. In addition, they completed mea-
sures of perceived relatedness, autonomy support, and two
items assessing their perception of their scholarship. There
were 86 total items included on the questionnaire.

5SCHOLARSHIP STATUS AND MOTIVATION

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.



and Northeast regions of the United States
were contacted first via e-mail or phone by
the principal or coprincipal investigator re-
questing permission to invite their athletes to
participate in this study. The three different
regions were selected based on the principal
investigator’s access to these schools and
available resources. Only 8 of the 20 coaches
agreed to allow access to their athletes. After
coaches gave their permission, a date and
time to meet with the athletes were arranged.
During this meeting, the purpose and proce-
dures of the study were explained to athletes
verbally and in written consent form. Athletes
were asked to sign a letter of consent if they
would like to participate and then completed a
questionnaire that included measures of dif-
ferent motivation regulations, need satisfac-
tion, controlling coaching behavior, and de-
mographic questions (86 total items). The
questionnaire took 15 to 20 min to complete.
Participants were reminded their answers
would be confidential. Coaches were not in-
volved in the administration of the question-
naire.

Data Analyses

Prior to addressing the main purposes of
this study, preliminary analyses were con-
ducted including identifying multivariate out-
liers, calculating means, standard deviations,
scale reliabilities, and correlations and testing
for univariate and multivariate normality (i.e.,
skewness and kurtosis), and multicollinearity
of all study variables using SPSS 18.0. Study
hypotheses were tested using path analysis (i.e.,
observed indicators only) with maximum likeli-
hood estimation in LISREL 8.71 (Scientific Soft-
ware Inc., Chicago, IL). This allowed us to main-
tain an appropriate ratio of participants to
estimated parameters (i.e., 10:1; Kline, 2005). In
all models tested, the means of study variables
were used as the observed variables, with the
exception of scholarship status, which was a sin-
gle-item indicator.

To test the moderating role of controlling
coaching behaviors on the relationships of
scholarship status to perceived competence
and autonomy, we followed the recommenda-
tions of Cortina, Chen, & Dunlap (2001; see
also Breevaart & Bakker, 2011) by first cre-
ating an interaction term calculated as the

product of the centered variables for control-
ling coaching behaviors and scholarship sta-
tus. Then, we tested a model that included
scholarship status, controlling use of rewards,
and their interaction, predicting perceptions
of competence and autonomy which, in turn,
predicted intrinsic motivation (i.e., mediation
model). Consistent with past SDT research,
the errors of perceived competence and au-
tonomy were allowed to correlate in all mod-
els (e.g., Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005).
Next, we constrained the relationships of the
interaction term to perceived competence and
autonomy to be zero in order to compare the
fit of these two models. Lastly, we followed
the recommendations of James, Mulaik, and
Brett (2006) to test the mediating roles of
perceived competence and autonomy. The
mediation hypothesis is supported if in the
mediation model (a) the independent vari-
ables relate significantly to competence and
autonomy, and competence and autonomy are
significant predictors of intrinsic motivation,
(b) there are significant indirect relationships
between independent variables and intrinsic
motivation, and (c) the specified relationships
provide a good fit to the data. Lastly, we added
direct paths from scholarship status, controlling
use of rewards, and their interaction to intrinsic
motivation (i.e., partial mediation model) to deter-
mine whether or not these direct relationships
were significant in the presence of the mediating
variables. Nonsignificant direct relationships be-
tween the independent variables and intrinsic mo-
tivation provide additional support for a full me-
diation model. To assess the fit of all models
tested, goodness of fit statistics were examined
using the Root Mean-Square Error of Approxima-
tion (RMSEA), Comparative Fit Index (CFI),
Standardized Root Mean-Square Residuals
(SRMR), and the Goodness of Fit Index (GFI).
RMSEA values �.06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999), CFI
values �.95 (Byrne, 1998), SRMR values �.05
(Byrne, 1998), and GFI values that approach 1.00
(Byrne, 1998) were interpreted as a good fit of the
model.

Results

Missing Data Analyses

Data were missing across 43 of 96 variables
and 36 of 168 cases. There were no variables
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with �5% missing values. Little’s MCAR (i.e.,
missing completely at random; Tabachnik &
Fidell, 2007) test was nonsignificant (�2 �
1,781.652, df � 1,687, p � .05), indicating that
there was no significant deviation from a pattern
of values that are “missing completely at ran-
dom.” Next, three cases were deleted owing to
missing an entire measure or most of a measure
and three more who were missing the athletic
scholarship status variable. Missing values in
the remaining cases (N � 162) were imputed
using the expectation maximization (EM) algo-
rithm. The number of missing values (�5%)
was considered acceptable and not expected to
impact parameter estimates (Tabachnik & Fi-
dell, 2007).

Preliminary Analyses

First, two multivariate outliers were identi-
fied (p � .01) using Mahalanobis distance. The
main analyses were then conducted with and
without the outliers and did not show any mean-
ingful differences, therefore all cases were re-
tained. Means, standard deviations, scale reli-
abilities, and correlations are included in Table
1. The items used to measure controlling use of
rewards, autonomy, competence, and intrinsic
motivation variables were all internally consis-
tent (� � .70) and normally distributed (skewness
range: �0. 64 to 0.32; kurtosis range: �1.07 to
0.57). Tests for multivariate skewness and kurto-

sis were significant (p � .01) but were at levels
deemed acceptable when using maximum likeli-
hood estimation (see Hu & Bentler, 1998).

Correlation coefficients ranged from weak to
moderate and did not reveal any relationships
that might indicate multicollinearity (i.e., r �
.70). Scholarship status was not significantly
related to any study variables. Perceptions of
controlling use of rewards were negatively re-
lated to perceived competence, autonomy, and
intrinsic motivation. Perceived competence, au-
tonomy, and intrinsic motivation were positively
correlated with each other. For descriptive pur-
poses, a multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was conducted to test for gender,
year in school, and scholarship status differences
on all study variables. Results revealed no signif-
icant differences by gender (Wilks’ � � 0.96,
F(5,156) � 1.18, p � .05), year in school (Wilks’
� � 0.86, F(25,562) � 0.91, p � .05), or scholar-
ship status (Wilks’ � � 0.91, F(20,508) � 0.74,
p � .05).

Main Analyses

The mediation model fit the data well (�2 �
3.43, df � 3, p � .33; RMSEA � .03; CFI �
1.00; SRMR � .03; GFI � .99) and explained
8% of the variance in perceived autonomy, 12%
of the variance in perceived competence, and
22% of the variance in intrinsic motivation ac-
cording to R2 values. These represent medium
effect sizes (Ferguson, 2009). In this model (see
Figure 1 for standardized path coefficients),
controlling use of rewards was negatively re-
lated to perceived competence and autonomy,
whereas scholarship status did not relate to
either. The interaction term was a significant
predictor of perceived competence only. Both
perceived competence and autonomy were pos-
itively related to intrinsic motivation. In addi-
tion, the indirect relationship between control-
ling use of rewards and intrinsic motivation was
significant (�.13, p � .01), whereas the indirect
relationships from both scholarship status and
the interaction term to intrinsic motivation were
not significant (�.01 and �.07, respectively,
p � .01). In a model where the relationships of
the interaction term to perceptions of compe-
tence and autonomy were constrained to zero,
the fit was significantly and meaningfully worse
(	�2 � 11.57, 	df � 2, p � .01; RMSEA �
.11; CFI � .89; SRMR � .07; GFI � .97) as

Table 1
Summary of Correlations, Internal Consistencies,
Means, and Standard Deviations For Study
Variables (N � 160)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. Scholarship status —
2. Controlling use of

rewards .08 .81
3. Competence .10 �.20� .82
4. Autonomy �.10 �.26� .29� .79
5. Intrinsic

motivation �.13 �.20� .31� .43� .92
Possible range 0–5 1–7 1–7 1–5 1–7
M 2.10 2.90 5.08 3.20 5.01
SD 1.62 1.29 1.13 0.81 1.37

Note. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are in bold along the
diagonal. Correlation values are below diagonal. All vari-
ables excluding athletic scholarship are measures of percep-
tions. Scholarship status is a single-item variable.
� p � .01 (two-tailed).
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indicated by a significant increase in �2 and a
decrease in CFI � .01 (Cheung & Rensvold,
2002).

The significant interaction between scholar-
ship status and controlling use of rewards pre-
dicting perceived competence was graphed and
interpreted using Dawson and Richter (2006)
software based on the recommendations of Ai-
ken and West (1991; see also Breevaart & Bak-
ker, 2011; Cortina et al., 2001 for examples
using structural equation modeling). Figure 2
displays the interaction. To test the significance
of the simple slopes, we used the Dawson and
Richter (2006) worksheet using one standard
deviation above and below the mean as values
of the moderator (i.e., controlling use of re-
wards) at which to evaluate slope. The higher
perceived controlling use of rewards slope was
not significant, t � �1.34, p � .05, whereas the

lower perceived controlling use of rewards
slope was significant, t � 3.23, p � .05, sup-
porting predictions. Athletes who perceived
their coaches as less controlling demonstrated a
positive relationship between scholarship status
and perceived competence, whereas athletes
who perceived their coaches as more controlling
showed no such relationship.

Finally, the partial mediation model was
tested, which included direct relationships from
scholarship status, controlling use of rewards,
and their interaction to intrinsic motivation. In
the partial mediation model, none of the direct
relationships between the independent variables
and intrinsic motivation were significant (p �
.05). These nonsignificant relationships provide
support for the mediation model (James et al.,
2006). A comparison of the total (�.19) to
indirect effect (�.13) of controlling use of re-

Scholarship 
status 

Controlling 
use of 

rewards 

Scholarship 
status x 

Controlling 
use of 

rewards 

Competence 

Autonomy 

Intrinsic 
mo�va�on 

.11 

- .08 

-.06 

- .19* 

-.25** 

-.26** 

  .21** 

.37** 

Figure 1. Standardized path coefficients for the mediation model. All variables excluding
scholarship status are measures of perceptions. � p � .05, �� p � .01. Dashed lines represent
nonsignificant relationships.

(t= 3.23, p < .05)

(t= - 1.34, p > .05)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Low scholarship status High scholarship status

C
om
pe
te
nc
e

Low controlling 
use of rewards

High controlling 
use of rewards

Figure 2. Perceptions of controlling use of rewards moderate the relationship between
scholarship status and perceived competence.
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wards in the partial mediation model showed
that 68% of the effect was explained by the
indirect relationships (Preacher & Kelley,
2011). Therefore, most of the effect of control-
ling use of rewards on intrinsic motivation was
mediated by perceived competence and auton-
omy, and the full mediation model was accepted
as the final model.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to test the
potential moderating role of perceived control-
ling coaching behavior on the relationship of
scholarship status to perceived competence and
autonomy and, indirectly, intrinsic motivation
in college swimmers. Furthermore, the study
tested the mediating roles of perceived compe-
tence and autonomy in the relationships of
scholarship status and controlling coaching be-
havior to intrinsic motivation. The findings sup-
ported an interaction between scholarship status
and perceived controlling coaching behavior in
predicting perceived competence, as well as the
mediating roles of perceived autonomy and
competence in the relationship between control-
ling coaching behavior and intrinsic motivation.

The significant interaction between scholar-
ship status and perceived controlling coaching
behavior predicting perceived competence par-
tially supported our hypotheses. Specifically,
athletes who perceived their coaches as less
controlling demonstrated a positive relationship
between scholarship status and perceived com-
petence, whereas those athletes who perceived
their coaches as more controlling showed no
such relationship. If we interpret this within a
CET (Ryan & Deci, 2002) framework, it means
that higher scholarship status may communicate
more positive competence information to ath-
letes but only under conditions of lower perceived
controlling coaching behavior. Therefore, the
coaching climate in which the scholarship is
administered appears to impact the functional
significance of the scholarship. Past research has
supported the importance of scholarship status to
athletes’ perceived competence by demonstrat-
ing the positive relationship between scholar-
ship status and perceived competence (Amorose
& Horn, 2000; Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005).
However, a controlling coach may counteract
the positive competence information that high
scholarship status communicates to athletes.

This moderating role of perceived controlling
coaching behavior also helps explain study
findings showing no differences in perceptions
of competence by scholarship status (Amorose
& Horn, 2001).

Conversely, neither scholarship status nor its
interaction with controlling coaching behaviors
predicted perceived autonomy. Taken together
with past research, the functional significance of
scholarships seems to be more informational
than controlling. That is, scholarship status ap-
pears to communicate information about how
competent athletes are (i.e., higher status �
higher competence), but does not necessarily
serve a controlling function. In fact, the only
studies that clearly demonstrate that scholarship
athletes experience lower intrinsic motivation
or greater controlling forms of motivation com-
pared with nonscholarship athletes have done so
with males from high profile college sports (i.e.,
football, basketball; Medic et al., 2007; Ryan,
1977, 1980), suggesting that other factors com-
mon to these athletes may be controlling their
motivation. These factors may include control-
ling coaching behavior as our results demon-
strate, but also pressure stemming from media
scrutiny, potential professional careers and con-
tracts, or fear of losing one’s status on the team
in such a competitive environment. Any or all
of these factors could contribute to undermining
intrinsic motivation and/or promoting more
controlling forms of motivation.

Next, the mediating roles of perceived com-
petence and autonomy in the relationships of
scholarship status and controlling coaching be-
haviors to intrinsic motivation were partially
supported. In line with SDT (Deci & Ryan,
1985; Ryan & Deci, 2002), perceived autonomy
and competence mediated the relationship of
perceived controlling coaching behaviors to in-
trinsic motivation given that perceived control-
ling coaching behaviors related negatively to
both perceived competence and autonomy and
had the only significant indirect relationship to
intrinsic motivation. These findings add to the
previous literature testing the mediation effects
of need satisfaction on the relationship between
social contextual factors (i.e., coaching behav-
ior) and motivation in the sport setting. Previous
researchers have supported the mediating roles
of perceived competence and/or autonomy in
the relationships between a variety of coaching
behaviors and different types of motivation reg-
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ulations, including intrinsic motivation (Amo-
rose & Anderson-Butcher, 2007; Hollembeak &
Amorose, 2005; Jõesaar et al., 2011). Finally,
perceived autonomy and competence did not
mediate the relationship of scholarship status to
intrinsic motivation. Supporting past research,
only controlling coaching behavior and not the
scholarship itself seems to have an impact on
athletes’ feelings of autonomy (Amorose &
Horn, 2000, 2001; Bartholomew et al., 2011a;
Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005). The control-
ling aspect of scholarships was not functionally
significant for this group of athletes in predict-
ing intrinsic motivation. Overall, the amount of
variance explained in intrinsic motivation rep-
resents a medium or moderate effect, with most
of the effect of controlling coaching behavior
being mediated by perceptions of competence
and autonomy.

Although the findings of this study contribute
to the knowledge base on scholarships and in-
trinsic motivation as well as CET (Ryan &
Deci, 2002), a number of limitations are still
present, primarily related to the external validity
of study findings. First, the head coaches in our
study were limited to males and including some
athletes with female coaches would allow a test
of potential differences. Second, although the
sample size was large enough to address our
study purposes, a greater sample size would
allow us to test for the invariance of these rela-
tionships across gender or year in school. Finally,
this study was focused on examining only one
aspect of controlling coaching behavior and only
intrinsic motivation. This may have limited the
information we can learn from considering the
other roles that coaches play and how these relate
to additional forms of motivation. Future research
should examine other controlling coaching behav-
iors such as negative conditional regard, intimida-
tion, judging, or additional coaching behaviors
such as autonomy-support in order to test for other
potential interactions with scholarship status and
their relationship to all forms of motivation.

The results of this study suggest practical
implications and directions to coaches. The re-
sults indicate that the controlling use of rewards
by coaches is detrimental for athletes because it
undermines their perceived autonomy and com-
petence and, thus their intrinsic motivation.
Therefore, coaches should focus on alternative
means of motivating their athletes (e.g., more
autonomy-supportive behavior), which will

help make their college athletic experience
more positive. Developing more autonomy-
supportive behaviors (e.g., encouraging voli-
tion, and self-regulation of behavior; Deci &
Ryan, 1985) such as providing athletes with
more choices and not using their scholarships to
control them will help athletes experience more
enjoyment and satisfaction playing their college
sport (Amorose & Anderson-Butcher, 2007;
Quested & Duda, 2010; Reinboth & Duda,
2006; Reinboth et al., 2004).

This study addressed some of the limitations
of past scholarship research (e.g., Amorose &
Horn, 2000, 2001; Medic et al., 2007; Ryan,
1977, 1980) by using a large sample of athletes
from the same sport (i.e., swimming), with a
relatively even distribution of scholarship sta-
tus, supporting the moderating role of perceived
controlling coaching behavior in the relation-
ship between scholarship status and perceived
competence, as well as supporting the mediating
roles of perceived competence and autonomy in
the relationship between perceived controlling
coaching behavior and intrinsic motivation. The
present findings provide additional support for
CET and the importance of considering an inter-
action between scholarship status and various
aspects of the social context of sport in predict-
ing perceptions of competence and autonomy,
and intrinsic motivation. Finally, the findings
expand the literature on the role of scholarships
in conjunction with the coach–athlete relation-
ship, providing new information on how
coaches may impact their athletes’ motivation.
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