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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought significant changes to the lives of athletes, particularly regarding the uncertainty 
surrounding the continuation of sports training and the postponement of sporting events. Given these disruptions to 
athletes’ routines, the role of motivation in sports participation is considered even more crucial. Therefore, this study 
aimed to examine the differences in motivation for sports participation during the Covid-19 pandemic between senior 
and junior professional football players. The sample consisted of 358 elite football players from the Premier League 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The players were divided into two groups: senior (n=193, 24.87±3.78 years) and junior 
(n=165, 18.08±1.00 years) football players. The Participation Motivation Questionnaire (PMQ) was utilized, com-
prising 19 items classified into six motivational dimensions: “Sports success”, “Social status”, “Friendship”, “Physical 
health”, “Sports activity”, and “Support”. A five-point Likert scale was used in the questionnaire, which was adminis-
tered electronically via Google Forms. Results revealed that junior football players achieved significantly higher values 
in only three out of the 19 items: “Want to be popular” (.005), “Want to get status” (.001), and “Wished for friendly 
games” (.000). However, there were no differences between the senior and junior football player groups in the remain-
ing 16 items. Also, both groups displayed exceptionally high motivation levels in the dimensions of “Sports success”, 
“Physical health”, and “’Friendship”, while the weakest results were observed in the dimension of ‘Support’ for both 
groups. Despite the specific challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic, the motivation to play football remains very 
high among both senior and junior football players. This study is essential as it provides insights into football players’ 
motivation and identifies differences in motivation levels between junior and senior players. The findings can be valu-
able for practical purposes, aiming to enhance motivation among football players, especially during circumstances 
where training conditions are disrupted, such as the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Introduction
The Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on 

athletes’ lives, particularly in terms of the uncertainty sur-
rounding the continuation of sports training and the postpone-

ment of sporting events (Mon-Lopez, de la Rubia, Hontoria, & 
Refoio, 2020; Parm, Aluoja, Tomingas, & Tamm, 2021). The 
negative consequences of social isolation are the absence of or-
ganized training and competitions, lack of adequate commu-
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nication between athletes and coaches, the inability to move 
freely, and unsuitable training conditions (Chen et al., 2020). 
These challenges have also affected football, leading to match 
cancellations and players training in isolated home environ-
ments (Brooks et al., 2020). During this period, professional 
football clubs devised home training programs for their play-
ers (Pena et al., 2021). These efforts aimed to minimize the 
impact of the pandemic on sports careers and enable athletes 
to remain active and ready for the return of competitions.

However, despite coaches’ efforts to devise appropriate 
training plans and programs, athletes mostly had to exercise 
at home without supervision (Sarto et al., 2020), which made 
training more challenging. Several researchers have suggested 
the harmful effects of isolated individual training, indicating 
that it can reduce the volume and quality of training and, con-
sequently, decrease physical fitness (Girardi et al., 2020; Sarto 
et al., 2020; Mohr et al., 2022). Athletes who previously relied 
on their daily routines and enjoyed their teammates’ company 
were forced to stay at home. This feeling of isolation signifi-
cantly impacted their well-being, and they needed support. It 
is noticeable that home training faces multiple challenges, such 
as inadequate training conditions, poorly organized workouts, 
restricted movement, and lack of communication with coaches 
(Jukic et al., 2020), which can negatively impact football play-
ers’ motivation to exercise and engage in sports activities.

Motivation involves initiating human activity and direct-
ing that activity toward specific objects and goals (Lazarević, 
2001). It is a complex process that encompasses the following 
elements: activated needs, identification of needs, situation 
analysis, selection of one of the possible goals, planning activ-
ities that lead to the goal, and goal achievement (Tubić, 2004). 
Wigfield and Eccles (2000) emphasize that motivation influ-
ences our choices, behavior, perseverance, and achievements, 
thus playing a crucial role in our daily lives.

Motivation is the critical factor that drives athletes to 
participate in sports activities (Roychovdhury, 2018) and in-
fluences their success in sports (Bollok, Takacs, Kalmar, & 
Dobay, 2011). Therefore, more and more authors are paying 

attention to this problem (Ruffault, Bernier, Fournier, & Hauw, 
2020; Leyton-Román, de la Vega & Jiménez-Castuera, 2021; 
Katanic, Bjelica, Corluka, Preljevic & Osmani, 2022; Posavac, 
Katanic, Sebic, & Bjelica, 2023).

Home training presents more significant challenges due to 
the lack of equipment and space, limited opportunities for in-
teraction with other athletes, and a lack of motivation (Tingaz, 
2021). However, some athletes have adapted to the new cir-
cumstances and found ways to maintain motivation and regu-
lar training (Parm et al., 2021).

Although motivation plays a crucial role in athletes’ train-
ing, a limited number of studies have examined the motiva-
tion of football players to train during the Covid-19 pandemic 
(Washif et al., 2022; Posavac et al., 2023). However, studies 
that explored differences in motivation between junior and se-
nior football players are yet to be found. Therefore, this study 
aimed to determine whether there are differences in the level 
of motivation for sports training during the Covid-19 pan-
demic between junior and senior football players. If differenc-
es in between younger and older football players’ motivation 
are found, this study could also have practical implications by 
highlighting different approaches to motivation for engaging 
in sports across age categories.

Methods
Participants

The sample consisted of 358 football players from Bosnia 
and Herzegovina (B&H), who were divided into two groups 
(table 1), senior football players (n=193, 24.87±3.78 years) 
competing in the Premier League and junior players (n=165, 
18.08±1.00 years) competing in the top junior league in B&H. 
All participating football players were healthy, without seri-
ous injuries, and had been training for over five years. Ethical 
review and approval required for the study on human partic-
ipants were obtained in accordance with local legislation and 
institutional requirements. Prior to participation, all partici-
pants were informed about the experimental procedures. The 
research was following the Helsinki Declaration.

Table 1. Descriptive parameters of the groups.

Senior Junior

n 193 165

Age (Mean±SD) 24.87±3.78 18.08±1.00

Note: n – number, Mean - Arithmetic mean, SD - Standard deviation

Measurements
The questionnaire on motivation for sports and sports 

training during the COVID-19 pandemic was used. The 
questionnaire consisted of 19 items classified into six dimen-
sions (table 2) and it was based on the modified Participation 
Motivation Questionnaire (PMQ) (Gill, Gross, & Huddleston, 
1983; Zahariadis & Biddle, 2000). In previous research 
(Katanic et al., 2022), the internal structure of the question-
naire was examined using factor analysis, and variables were 
grouped into factors based on their calculated factor weights. 
Factor analysis identified dimensions such as “Sports Success”, 
“Support”, “Social Status”, “Friendship”, “Physical Health”, and 
“Sports Activities” which were used in this study. The question-
naire used a 5-point Likert scale, and responses were identified 
as “very important”, “important”, “somewhat important”, “not 
important”, and “not at all important” (Joshi, Kale, Chandel, & 

Pal, 2015). The questionnaire was in electronic form and was 
sent to the football players via Google Form.

Statistics
Data were analyzed using the SPSS statistical analysis 

program (IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, version 26.0. 
Armonk, NY: IBM Corp.). Descriptive analysis was used 
to distribute the data based on the number of participants, 
means, and standard deviation. An independent-sample T-test 
was used to determine differences in the level of motivation 
for sports training between junior and senior football players. 
Statistical significance was assumed at p>0.05.

Results
Participant motivation for exercise was assessed using 19 

items divided into six factors (sporting success, social status, 
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friendship, physical health, and sports activity). A significant 
difference was found in only 3 out of the 19 items, specifical-
ly “Want to be popular” (.005), “Want to get status” (.001), 
and “Wished for friendly games” (.000). However, there was 
no difference between the senior and junior football player 

groups in the remaining 16 items (Table 2).
It is also worth noting that both groups achieved excep-

tionally high scores in the dimensions of “Sports success,” 
“Physical health,” and “Friendship,” while the weakest results 
were obtained in the dimension of “Support” for both groups.

Table 2. Differences in motivation for sports training between senior and junior football players.

Senior
(Mean±SD)

Junior
(Mean±SD) t p

Participant 
Motivation 
Questionnaire 
(PMQ)

Sport success

Like to compete 4.93±0.28 4.92±0.36 .366 .714

Want to play at a higher level 4.96±0.22 4.93±0.29 .917 .360

Like the rewards 4.89±0.35 4.88±0.47 .167 .867

Like the sport challenge 4.90±0.41 4.89±0.37 .132 .895

Support

Need support from colleagues 3.23±1.24 3.13±1.20 .778 .437

Need support from a coach 3.43±1.25 3.46±1.16 -.238 .812

Wished for socializing with colleagues 3.95±1.07 4.03±1.13 -.659 .510

Social status
Want to be popular 3.66±1.17 3.99±1.06 -2.801 .005*

Want to gain status 4.49±0.89 4.76±0.62 -3.440 .001*

Friendship

Like to meet new friends 4.33±0.88 4.41±0.81 -.827 .409

Like the teamwork 4.74±0.50 4.79±0.49 -1.017 .310

Like being on a team 4.89±0.36 4.88±0.40 .157 .875

Like the excitement 4.75±0.50 4.73±0.63 .214 .831

Physical 
health

Want to be healthy 4.95±0.23 4.95±0.24 .073 .942

Want to stay in shape 4.93±0.34 4.97±0.17 -1.330 .185

Get rid of excessive energy 4.27±0.93 4.08±1.17 1.733 .084

Sport activity

Wished of group training 4.85±0.51 4.90±0.34 -1.141 .255

Wished of friendly games 4.16±0.81 4.55±0.65 -5.122 .000*

Wished of official games 4.93±0.28 4.93±0.28 .006 .995

Note: Mean - Arithmetic mean; SD - Standard deviation; t - t test value; p - Statistical significance; * - Significant differences.

Discussion
Motivation involves directing human activity toward spe-

cific objects and goals, and in sports is expressed through 
persistence and perseverance (Lazarević, 2001). Athletes face 
various challenges and obstacles, but their motivation drives 
them to overcome these difficulties and continue with training 
and competitions. This resilience in sports can result from a 
combination of biological, psychological, sensory, and situa-
tional factors that influence athletes’ determination to achieve 
their goals (Lazarević, 2001; Tubić, 2004).

This study examined the difference in the level of moti-
vation for sports training during the Covid-19 pandemic be-
tween junior and senior football players. A significant differ-
ence was found in only 3 out of 19 items, specifically “I want to 
be popular” (.005), “I want to gain status” (.001), and “I want 
friendly games” (.000). However, in the remaining 16 items, 
there was no difference between the senior and junior groups 
of football players (Table 2).

The structure of motivation is divided into six factori-
al dimensions (“Sports success”, “Social status”, “Friendship”, 
“Physical health”, “Sports activity”, and “Support”) and is in 
line with previous research, which mostly identified a basic 
structure of 5 to 8 factors (Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum, & 
Strahan, 1999; Katanic et al., 2022). Regarding motivational 
dimensions, differences were observed in 2 out of 6 dimen-
sions between the younger and older football player groups, 

specifically in the factors of “Social status” and “Sports activi-
ty”. However, since there were no studies of this kind, compar-
ing these results is impossible. On the other hand, a previous 
study (Posavac et al., 2023) demonstrated no difference in mo-
tivation for training based on the level of competition among 
football players. By examining ratings given on a Likert scale 
(from 1 to 5), the average ratings for each dimension were rel-
atively high for both groups, consistent with previous studies 
(Mladenović & Marjanović, 2011; Posavac et al., 2023). When 
analyzing individual factors, the lowest values were observed 
in the Support factor (3.13-4.03), while all other factors had 
values above 4. Both groups achieved exceptionally high results 
in the dimensions of “Sport success,” “Physical health,” and 
“Friendship,” while the weakest results were obtained in the di-
mension of “Support” for both groups. These findings indicate 
that motivation for training among football players was very 
high under the given conditions. In the study by Mladenović 
and Marjanović (2011), which included young football players 
from these regions (Serbia and Montenegro), it was observed 
that these athletes demonstrated higher motivation driven by 
the intrinsic (internal) desire to improve their sports skills 
compared to their peers from Russia. This suggests that in-
trinsic motivation, i.e., personal satisfaction and enjoyment 
that athletes experience while engaging in sports is a crucial 
to their involvement. Although we did not categorize motives 
into internal and external in our study, the motivations were 
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predominantly internal, so our results align with the findings 
of the mentioned authors, indicating that internal motivation 
for sports participation is also high among junior and senior 
football players. Similar results were obtained by Malčić (2012) 
in his research, which also identified intrinsic motivation as the 
primary driver of youth participation in sports.

When it comes to the structure of motivation, the re-
search conducted by Bačanac, Lazarević, and Arunović 
(1994) identified several key factors: “Achievement of a 
higher level,” “Competition,” “Being in good physical con-
dition,” “Training,” and “Doing something to learn,” which 
align with the factors in our study. Similar conclusions were 
reached by the authors (Bacanac, Radovic, & Veskovic, 
2007), who point out that among young athletes there is a 
high level of awareness regarding the contribution of sports 
to health improvement and preservation. In addition to so-
cializing, the love for sports is identified as one of the most 
stable and frequently mentioned motives (Bacanac et al., 
2007). When examining the factors individually, physical 
health emerged as the most important motivator, indicating 
an awareness of the significance of physical well-being and 
maintaining health through sports activities (Thøgersen-
Ntoumani, Fox, & Ntoumanis, 2005; Stojmenović, Katanić, 
& Ugrinić, 2021). Love for the sport is also essential because 
passon for a particular sport often drive athletes to dedicate 
themselves to training and competitions. Success, as a mo-
tivation, represents the desire to achieve results and reach 
goals. Friendship and social interaction also play a crucial 
role in athletes’ motivation, as many young football players 
enjoy socializing and forming relationships with their team-
mates (Sheridan, Coffee, & Lavallee, 2014). Popularity and 
good appearance can be motivational factors for some ath-
letes, as social acceptance and attention can be considered 
rewards for achievements in sports. In our study, high re-
sults were achieved for these mentioned factors, and similar 
factors were identified in other studies (Bačanac et al., 1994; 

Katanic et al., 2022).
Thus, we conclude that motivation is fundamental in 

sports and manifests through persistence and perseverance. 
Persistence in sports is influenced by biological, psycholog-
ical, sensory, and situational factors (Abernethy, Hanrahan, 
Kippers, Mackinnon, & Pandy, 2012). On the other hand, 
it is crucial to set realistic goals and strive to achieve them, 
as each accomplished goal can strengthen athletes’ motiva-
tion. This study is significant because it is one of the few that 
compared the difference in motivation for training between 
junior and senior football players in a large sample of profes-
sional footballers. It is also important because the motivation 
for training of football players was examined during a specif-
ic period of altered training conditions due to the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

Like any study, this one also has certain limitations, and one 
of the main limitations is the fact that the players filled out the 
questionnaire from home, raising the possibility that someone 
may have assisted them. In any case, due to the Covid-19 pan-
demic, it was not possible to administer the questionnaire in 
person. Additionally, it would have been beneficial to precisely 
categorize the statements into intrinsic and extrinsic factors to 
obtain a more complete picture. Overall, suggestions for fur-
ther research should consider having respondents complete 
the questionnaire in person, ensuring precise item categori-
zation, and creating a questionnaire with more items for more 
comprehensive answers. Furthermore, conducting interviews 
with players using a mixed-methods approach could lead to 
more comprehensive conclusions.

Despite the limitations, this study is crucial as it provid-
ed insights into the motivation of football players and the 
difference in motivation levels between juniors and seniors. 
Therefore, the findings can be used for practical purposes and 
work towards strengthening motivation among football play-
ers, especially in specific circumstances when training condi-
tions are disrupted, such as during a pandemic.
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