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A B S T R A C T 
 
Grounded in the theoretical framework of achievement goal theory and perfectionism theory, the purpose of this study was to 

examine how self-assessed perceived abilities covariance these variables among Norwegian football academy players. 140 
adolescent football players participated, representing three football academies. Perceived competence was reported as equivalent 
to or better than others. Perfectionism scores showed personal standards as the highest of the dimensions of perfectionism, while 
perceived parental pressure was lowest. In contrast, mean task orientation and perceived mastery climate were higher than ego 
orientation and perceived performance climate. The correlation analysis showed that perceived competence correlated positively 
with personal standards. Personal standards correlated positively with the rest of the perfectionism dimensions as well as ego 
orientation, perceived mastery- and performance climate. Concern over mistakes was positively correlated with ego-orientation. 
Overall, findings suggested that personal standards correlate with perceived competence, while these variables also relate to other 
perfectionism dimensions, goal orientations and perceived motivational climate. Therefore, coaches should highlight the 
importance of high personal standards, as a potentially maladaptive function on talent development. 
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Introduction 
 
Talented football players are expected to be highly motiva-

ted in order to be able to develop into future elite level players. 
This motivation should nurture the players’ ability to undertake 
frequent training (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Römer, 1993), 
be able to successfully self-regulate (Toering, Elferink-Gemser, 
Jordet, & Visscher, 2009) and hold the right attitudes (Sæther, 
2014) regarding their own development. In order to foster talen-
ted young players, football academies have become an import-
ant development arena. Being part of a football academy envi-
ronment is associated with many advantages, i.e. high-level co-
aches, training facilities (Ashworth & Heyndels, 2007), potenti-
ally increasing the motivation to continue training for a profe-
ssional career.  

Even so, academy players will encounter a range of perso-
nal and interpersonal challenges that might affect their develop-
ment (Richardson, Gilbourne, & Littlewood, 2004). Two co-
mmon challenges are the high expectation environment the 
players are a part of involving considerable personal pressure 
especially from coaches. Several researchers have underlined 
the importance of high quality coach-athlete relationships in 
order to reduce stress, improve performance and enjoyment of 
competitive experiences (Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010). Simi-
larly Rodahl et al. (2015) highlight the quality of the coach-
athlete relationship as a significant factor in enhancing mental 
toughness, which may subsequently increase the athlete’s abili-
ty to cope with stress (Nicholls, 2011). However, even if the 
coach is the most important supplier of a stable and predictable 
social environment, the players are also faced with their own 
expectations. The players are therefore dependent on the ability 

to assess their own skills and abilities (Kannekens, Elferink-
Gemser, Post, & Visscher, 2009), even if they constantly are 
assessed by their coaches.  

High standards have been integrated into large parts of the 
world of sports. Perfectionism is a personality construction, 
which has been related to several types of maladjustments. 
Frost et al. (1990), described perfectionism as individuals’ ten-
dency to set unrealistically high standards of performance, dis-
tinguish perfectionists from those who are highly competent 
and successful. Hamacheck (1978) argued that perfectionism is 
a bidimensional concept, and drew a distinction between nor-
mal (adaptive) and neurotic (maladaptive) perfectionism. Ada-
ptive perfectionism is characterized by high personal standards 
of achievement and getting pleasure from getting the work do-
ne. Adaptive perfectionists are also capable of choosing inaccu-
rate solutions in situations. They put forth maximum efforts in 
the pursuit of their standards, but are able to accept personal li-
mitations and environmental obstacles if they do not accomp-
lish the ideal performance (Dunn, Causgrove Dunn, & Syro-
tuik, 2002). Maladaptive perfectionists, however, is driven by 
an overwhelming fear of failure. Even though both adaptive and 
maladaptive perfectionists set high standards of performance, 
maladaptive perfectionists tend to be overly critical about them-
selves (Frost et al., 1990), and are infrequently satisfied with 
their performance, because of their lack of freedom to make mi-
stakes (Dunn et al., 2002). Previous research on talented athle-
tes has found a significantly higher prevalence of adaptive per-
fectionism than maladaptive perfectionism (Dunn et al., 2006). 
Since adaptive perfectionism is self-referential, athletes set high 
personal standards not dependent on external factors such as 
pressure from coaches and parents. 
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In achievement contexts, athletes are assumed to be motiva-
ted through their state of goal involvement, described as ego or 
task involvement (Ommundsen, Roberts, Lemyre, & Miller, 
2005). It is assumed that people are predisposed to be egotisti-
cal or task involved, and these predispositions are called goal 
orientations, which differ between ego and task orientations. 
Ego orientation is associated with maladaptive behavior and is 
characterized by athletes defining success as having higher abi-
lity then others (Nicholls, Cobb, Wood, Yackel, & Patashnick, 
1990). How well the athlete has performed is rated lower than 
winning, receiving recognition and being better than others. Di-
fficulty and one´s ability is assessed as high or low compared to 
members of a normative reference group (Ommundsen, Ro-
berts, & Kavussanu, 1998). On the other hand, task orientation 
is associated with adaptive behavior. This orientation is chara-
cterized by athletes who assess their ability and task difficulty 
from their own sense of mastery, understanding and knowledge. 
Task orientation involves a self-referential definition of success 
as the result of improving ability or the achievement of some-
thing that is personally challenging (Nicholls et al., 1990). It is 
important to acknowledge that achievement goal orientations 
are orthogonal (Roberts, 2012). Athletes can be higher or lower 
in both or either orientation at the same time. Therefore, it is 
important to consider the simultaneous combination of task and 
ego orientation, rather than focusing on whether an athlete is 
task or ego orientated. Pensgaard and Roberts (2000) found that 
elite-athletes scored high for both orientations. However, if an 
athlete scores high on ego-orientation and low on task orientati-
on, s/he is more exposed to burn out and diminished motivation 
if they fail. Therefore, high task orientation is important, as it 
can act as a safety net when results are poor. For young talents, 
with unstable performances, high task orientation can be vital 
for their development.   

Even though athletes are predisposed to act in a task or ego-
involved way in an achievement context, the motivational dy-
namics of the context and their respective group will also have 
a influence on the adopted goal of action. Motivational climate 
refers to how the goal structures of what is emphasized are per-
ceived by participants in a particular setting (Ommundsen et al., 
2005). As with goal orientations, motivational climate is also 
divided into two elements; performance and mastery climate. If 
the environment promotes interpersonal competition, achieving 
results and public recognition of skill demonstrations, the cli-
mate is more likely a performance climate (Ames, 1992). The 
best players get the most attention and constructive feedback, 
and the criteria for success is winning and being better than 
others (Roberts, 2012). The athletes do not have much self-de-
termination, and this climate is associated with ego-involve-
ment and maladaptive behavior. Mastery climate, on the other 
hand, is characterized by coping and learning. The athlete is 
allowed to fail, in the knowledge that this may promote self-de-
termination and choices (Ommundsen et al., 2005). In this envi-
ronment progress and efforts are important criteria to master, 
and coaches will be concerned to promote equal recognition, 
time and attention for all players. This climate is not concerned 
with interpersonal competition, but focuses more on self-refe-
rential criteria for success and task involvement (Ames, 1992). 
The climate is also assumed to vary between training and com-
petitions, where there is a greater performance-oriented focus 
during competitions than in training.  

Talent development is a long-term process, where the out-
comes are highly unpredictable. This has led researchers and 
practitioners to focus on parts of the development process in or-
der to be able to refine the variables affecting this process. Mo-
tivational factors are considered to affect this development 

process to a large extent. Grounded in the theoretical frame-
work of achievement goal theory and perfectionism theory, the 
purpose of this study was to examine how self-assessed percei-
ved competence covariance these variables among Norwegian 
football academy players. 
 
 
Methods 
 
Participants 

140 male football players, aged between 12-19 years (M 
age = 14.07, SD = 1.85), participated in this study. The young 
players were recruited from three different football academies. 
Two of the academies work as a team within a club, while the 
third academy is a non-club related academy, where the players 
play for different teams. Consent for the study was obtained 
from the leaders and coaches of the academies, after we descri-
bed the purpose of the study.  

 
Measures 

Perfectionism 
The Multidimensional Perfectionism Football Scale (MPS-

Football) (Dunn et al., 2002) was used to assess the degree of 
the athletes perfectionism. The scale is a 34-item measure that 
includes a 7-item personal standard-scale (e.g. “I hate being 
less than the best at things in football”) (Cronbach’s al-
pha=.561), an 8-item concern over mistakes scale (e.g. “When I 
fail even slightly in competition, for me, it is as bad as being a 
complete failure”) (Cronbach’s alpha=.701), a 9-item perceived 
parental pressure scale (e.g. “My parents set very high stan-
dards for me in football”) (Cronbach’s alpha=.747), a 6-item 
perceived coach pressure scale (e.g. “I feel like I can never qui-
te live up to my coach´s standards”) (Cronbach’s alpha=.620), 
and 4-item doubts about actions scale (e.g. “I tend to get behind 
in my work because I repeat things over and over”) (Cron-
bach’s alpha=.560). In the analysis, the doubts about actions 
items are excluded because of the subscales’ validity, and other 
study concerns over the subscale (Dunn et al., 2002). Respon-
dents were asked to consider their feelings about themselves 
and others on a 5-point scale, from 1=Incorrect to 5=correct.  

 
Goal orientations 
A Norwegian version of the Perception of Success Questio-

nnaire (POSQ) (Roberts, Treasure, & Balague, 1998) was used 
to assess the degree of the athletes’ goal orientations. POSQ 
consists of 12 statements, which includes two 6-item subscales 
measuring task (e.g. “I show personal progress) (Cronbach’s 
alpha=.726) and ego orientations (e.g. “I do it better than my 
opponents”) (Cronbach’s alpha=.784). The stem for each item 
was “When I play football, I feel most successful when…”. Re-
spondents were asked to answer on a 5-point scale from 
1=Strongly disagree to 5=Strongly agree.  

 
Motivational climate 
To measure the perceived motivational climate, a Norwegi-

an version of the Perceived Motivational Climate in Sport Que-
stionnaire (PMCSQ) (Roberts & Ommundsen, 1996). The res-
pondents were asked to consider 19 items with the stem “during 
soccer training at the academy, I find that…”, and includes two 
subscales. The mastery climate subscales consist of 9 state-
ments (e.g. “Efforts are rewarded”) (Cronbach’s alpha=.759), 
and 10 statements regarding performance climate (e.g. “The 
coaches favour certain players”) (Cronbach’s alpha=.782). Res-
ponses were indicated on 5-point Likert scales, from 1=Strong-
ly disagree, to 5=Strongly agree.  
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Perceived competence 
Unlike the measurements of perfectionism, goal orientati-

ons, and motivational climate, the measurement of perceived 
competence is not collected from a standardised measuring 
instrument. The basis of the instrument is the four indicators for 
talent in soccer (physical, physiological, sociological and psy-
chological), formed by Williams and Reilly (2000). Sæther 
(2014) modified this to technical, tactical, mental, social and 
physical abilities. The respondents was asked to compare them-
selves to the other players on the academy, and consider if they 
are 1=Poorer than most, 3=Equivalent, or 5=Better than most. 
The scores on the five variables were added together, and the 
average used as a measure for their perceived competence 
(Cronbach’s alpha=.596).  

 
Procedure 
Assessment was conducted before or after a regular training 

session with two of the academies. With the last academy, play-
ers were gathered by the coaches to answer the questionnaire. 

Before the administration of the questionnaire, the participants 
were told that the general purpose of the study was to investiga-
te what characterises talented young soccer players. It was also 
emphasised that there were no right or wrong answers, and that 
responses were voluntary and anonymous.  

 
Data analysis  

In this analysis data were screened for missing data, poten-
tial outliers, and assumptions of normality. For all of the questi-
onnaire scales, mean scores were computed. In the results secti-
on descriptive statistics and Pearson product-moment correlati-
on coefficients are presented. The scale reliability is presented 
under materials and method. 

 
Results 

 
In Table 1 descriptive statistics for the variables are pre-

sented. As the table shows, the respondents perceived their 
competence was equivalent or better than other teammates. 

 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics of perceived competence, perfectionism, goal orientations and perceived motivational climate 

Variable N Min Max Mean Std 
Perceived competence  107 2.40 5.00 3.75 0.600 
Personal standards  107 1.29 5.00 3.50 0.733 
Concern over mistakes  107 1.25 4.50 2.64 0.666 
Perceived parental pressure  107 1.00 4.22 2.00 0.634 
Perceived coach pressure  107 1.17 5.00 2.59 0.690 
Ego orientation  107 1.67 5.00 3.83 0.751 
Task orientation  107 1.50 5.00 4.37 0.572 
Performance climate  107 1.10 4.70 2.96 0.666 
Mastery climate  107 2.89 5.00 4.20 0.534 

 
When it comes to perfectionism, personal standards scores 

were higher than for the rest of the dimensions of perfectio-
nism, while perceived parental pressure was lowest. It is also 

worth noting that mean task orientation and perceived mastery 
climate was higher than ego orientation and perceived perfor-
mance climate.  

 
Table 2. Pearson correlations of perceived competence, age, perfectionism, goal orientations and perceived motivational climate 
Variables PC Age PS COM PPP PCP Ego Task PC MC 
PC 1          
Age -.202* 1         
PS .246* .143 1        
COM .061 .040 .326** 1       
PPP .090 -.126 .267** .310** 1      
PCP .042 .114 .330** .503* .549** 1     
Ego .161 .202* .483** .218* .050 .109 1    
Task .047 .052 .183 .036 .121 .186 .293** 1   
PC .109 .169 .224* .402** .380** .547** .103 -.119 1  
MC .146 -.037 .254** .034 .060 .031 .008 .275** -.164 1 

 
Legend: PC=Perceived competence; PS=Personal Standards; COM=Concern over mistakes; PPP=Perceived parental pressure; 
PCP=Perceived coach pressure; Ego=Ego orientation; Task=Task orientation; MC=Mastery climate; PC=Performance climate. 

 
In Table 2 correlation coefficients are reported. The correlati-

on coefficients show that all of the dimensions of perfectionism 
correlated positively with each other and with perceived perfor-
mance climate. A positive correlation is also found between 
concern over mistakes and ego orientation (.218, <0.05). Task 
orientation was found to correlate positively with ego orientation 
(.293, <0.01) and perceived mastery climate (.275, <0.01). 

 
 

Discussion 
 
Previous research has shown a relationship between perso-

nal standards, task orientation and perceived mastery climate 

(Appleton, Hall, & Hill, 2009; Dunn et al., 2002; Hall, Kerr, & 
Matthews, 1998; Ommundsen et al., 2005), as well as between 
the remaining perfectionism dimensions, ego-orientation and 
perceived performance climate. Some researchers have made a 
distinction between adaptive (PS, Task and MC) and maladapti-
ve motivational profile (COM, PPP, PCP, Ego and PC) (Omm-
undsen et al., 2005). The present study shows that talented so-
ccer players score higher on the dimensions that are assumed to 
be adaptive, rather than on the dimensions that are assumed to 
be maladaptive. These results show that the participants’ su-
ccess criteria are more self-referential, which means that they 
are not necessarily dependent on a normative reference group 
or acknowledgment to feel successful (Dunn et al., 2002; 
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Nicholls et al., 1990; Ommundsen et al., 1998). People who 
scored high on the adaptive motivational profile are also capa-
ble of accepting limitations and environmental obstacles when 
they don’t accomplish the ideal performance (Dunn et al., 
2002). For young football talents it would be advantageous to 
score high on the adaptive dimensions, as they may be unstable 
in their performances. In order to develop, it can be important 
to be a part of a climate where they are allowed to experience 
failure and learn from these experiences. It is also worth noting 
that personal standards are the only dimension in the motivatio-
nal profiles that correlate significantly with perceived compe-
tence. This indicates that there is a positive relationship bet-
ween setting high personal standards and high perceived com-
petence. The relationship can be explained by the realistic stan-
dards adaptive perfectionists set to themselves (Dunn et al., 
2002), and the pleasure of achieving these standards which can 
lead to a higher competence feeling. The individuals in football 
academies should set these personal standards according to 
their own development goals.  

Earlier studies have found a negative or non-significant co-
rrelation between the remaining perfectionism dimensions and 
perceived competence (Hall, Kerr, Kozub, & Finnie, 2006; Hall 
et al., 1998) while this study found a non-significant correlati-
on. At the same time, personal standards positively correlate 
with all the other perfectionism dimensions. Parker (1997) ar-
gued that personal standards may be maladaptive, if they lead 
to an increase in the maladaptive dimensions of perfectionism. 
When personal standards lead to more doubts about action, and 
more perceived pressure from parents and coaches, they may be 
associated with a more negative pursuit for achievements. Play-
ers can therefore set their personal standards based on external 
factors such as their parents’ and coaches’ expectations. High 
personal pressure, especially from coaches, is one of the main 
challenges that may affect football academy players’ develop-
ment (Richardson et al., 2004). Personal standards also correla-
te positively with perceived performance and mastery climate, 
which can indicate that standards are not just based on mastery 
criteria, but also dependent on and regulated by recognition 
from others (Ames, 1992; Roberts, 2012). In such large groups 
as the football academies, it may be reasonable to compare one-
self to other players, and set their standards based on compari-
son with other players in the academy. The academies quality 
can, in other words, affect the individuals’ personal standards.  

Even though the participants’ scores were higher on the di-
mensions that address development as an important characteri-
stic, many of these dimensions correlate significantly positively 
with the assumed maladaptive dimensions. In football, and 
sport generally, a strong competitive element exists that is diffi-
cult to change (Ommundsen & Roberts, 1999). Some studies 
have suggested that introducing mastery-oriented criteria, and 
at the same time maintaining performance-oriented criteria, will 
lead to an equally positive and effective motivational strategy 
as a focus entirely on mastery criteria (Ommundsen & Roberts, 
1999). It is important to stress that many of the participants in 
this study are not just at development stage, but that they also 
compete in adult competitive football, where the performance 
and competitive element is stronger (Ommundsen & Roberts, 
1999). It may be reasonable to assume that mastery-oriented 
elements are stronger in training, while the competitive ele-
ments are stronger in competition. Even though the athletes 
may be motivated to continue training for a potential professio-
nal career by being a part of a football academy environment 
(Ashworth & Heyndels, 2007), one should consider the motiva-
tional climate in the group. The young athletes develop at a di-
fferent pace, and if the coaches focus solely on results and 
interpersonal comparison, instead of on the individuals’ deve-
lopment, many of the athletes may lose motivation and the 
pleasure of playing football.  

It would be advantageous to consider the overall relation-
ship between the two motivational profiles. As we know, goal 
orientations are orthogonal (Roberts & Kristiansen, 2012). The 
present results support that, where the goal orientations are po-
sitively correlated. Since the players are part of academies whe-
re they may be replaced and the competition is hard, the mala-
daptive dimensions can be hard to change. At the same time it 
is important that the adaptive dimensions are underlying and 
stronger, because of the mastery and self-referential criteria 
they entail (Ames, 1992; Frost et al., 1990; Nicholls, 1984). It 
will be important not only for the players to be aware of this, 
but also the coaches, parents and significant others, because of 
their influence. As supported by earlier research, a high quality 
coach-athlete relationship may reduce stress, increase perfor-
mance and enjoyment of the competitive experience (Kristian-
sen & Roberts, 2010; Rodahl et al., 2015). Supporting parents 
can also influence these factors. 
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