
722	 RQES: December 2011

Banack, Sabiston, and Bloom

 

Key words: athletes with a disability, coaching, self-deter-
mination theory

The Paralympic Games are the largest multisport event 
in the world for elite athletes with a physical disability 

(Canadian Paralympic Committee, 2006). Since its in-
ception in 1960, the number of athletes participating in 
the Paralympics has increased 10-fold, from 400 athletes 
representing 23 countries at the first Paralympic Games 
in Rome to approximately 4,000 athletes from 146 coun-
tries at the 2008 Summer Paralympic Games in Beijing 
(International Paralympic Committee, 2009). While the 
Paralympic Games are growing in size and popularity, 
there is limited research focused on Paralympic sport, 
despite calls for more research in this area (Crocker, 
1993; DePauw & Gavron, 2005; Hanrahan, 2004; Reid & 
Prupas, 1998). For example, in 1986, the United States 
Olympic Committee formed the Committee on Sport for 

the Disabled (DePauw & Gavron, 2005; Reid & Prupas, 
1998). The committee identified seven research priority 
areas, including coaching. Despite this, there has been 
little growth in the field, and there is still a need for em-
pirical theory-driven research about coaches of athletes 
with a disability. 

The field of coaching science has expanded steadily 
throughout the past three decades, but most of the 
research has focused on coaching able-bodied athletes. 
While there are differences between coaching Paralympic 
athletes and able-bodied athletes, there are also some simi-
larities (DePauw & Gavron, 2005). For example, coaches 
of athletes with a disability have used the same autonomy 
supportive strategies (i.e., providing athletes with choice, 
opportunities for initiative-taking, constructive feedback) 
as coaches of able-bodied athletes to improve athletes’ 
technical skills as well as their quality of life (Cregan, 
Bloom, & Reid, 2007; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). In 
contrast, coaches of elite athletes with a disability often 
adapted their training programs to match the athletes’ 
functional capacity and ability levels (Cregan et al., 2007). 

On a given Paralympic sport team, a coach may have 
to simultaneously develop training plans for an athlete 
who is an upper limb amputee, one with a visual impair-
ment, and an athlete with paraplegia. Furthermore, while 
Paralympic coaches are required to fulfill the typical role 
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of an elite sport coach, they must also learn about other 
contextual factors, such as accessibility of facilities, trans-
portation, and communicating with the athletes’ support 
workers and/or caregivers (Cregan et al., 2007). Thus, 
although there are similarities between coaching elite level 
athletes with and without disabilities, there are important 
differences that warrant research specifically examining 
the influence of coaching on Paralympic athletes. With 
the current study, we attempt to understand how Paralym-
pic athletes’ perceptions of coach behavior influence their 
motivation to participate in sport. Motivation is critical to 
sport performance, yet there is little research focused on 
the factors influencing motivation among elite athletes 
with a physical disability. We hope that this study will fill 
this gap in the literature.

Based on theoretical principles (specifically, organ-
ismic integration theory [OIT] and self-determination 
theory [SDT]; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000), it is the quality, 
not quantity, of motivation underpinning self-regulation 
that is essential to adaptive functioning and performance. 
Accordingly, motivation lies on a continuum ranging from 
amotivation (i.e., no desire or intention to participate) 
to intrinsic motivation (i.e., participation resulting from 
an inherent enjoyment or interest in the activity; Deci & 
Ryan, 1985, 2000). In between amotivation and intrinsic 
motivation are various forms of extrinsic motivation (i.e., 
participation in order to satisfy external demands or to 
obtain external benefits that are deemed important). In 
line with OIT and SDT principles, three distinct forms 
of intrinsic motivation—to know, to accomplish, and 
to experience stimulation—have been identified and 
differentiated (Pelletier et al., 1995; Vallerand & Losier, 
1999). Intrinsic motivation to know refers to engaging 
in an activity for the satisfaction gained while learning a 
new skill or attempting a new task. Intrinsic motivation 
to accomplish refers to engaging in an activity for the 
satisfaction gained while attempting to achieve a new skill 
or performance level. This type of motivation is driven by 
the desire to assert one’s competence and autonomously 
achieve a specific goal. Intrinsic motivation to experience 
stimulation refers to engaging in an activity for sensory en-
joyment. It is achieved when an individual attains a certain 
degree of proficiency, and as a result, the activity provides 
positive, stimulating experiences, including fun and ex-
citement (Pelletier et al., 1995; Vallerand & Losier, 1999). 
Intrinsic motivation is the most self-determined type of 
motivation and leads to a greater persistence, more effort 
exerted during practices and games, higher enjoyment, 
less boredom, and less drop-out from sport (Pelletier et 
al., 1995). Therefore, it is important to understand ways to 
help athletes develop intrinsic motivation for their sport 
and to understand better the distinct antecedents to the 
intrinsic motives to know, to accomplish, and to experi-
ence stimulation. While athletes with a physical disability 
tend to report high levels of intrinsic motivation (Brasile, 

1988; Brasile & Hedrick, 1991; Dickinson & Perkins, 1985; 
Perreault & Vallerand, 2007), little research has examined 
the different types of intrinsic motivation reported by elite 
athletes with a physical disability and the antecedents of 
such motives. 

According to SDT, individuals experience intrinsic 
motivation when their innate and fundamental needs for 
autonomy (perceptions of agency and control), compe-
tence (perceptions of ability), and relatedness (percep-
tions of connectedness to others) are satisfied (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2002). Relationships outlined 
in SDT suggest that social conditions, such as support-
ive coaching behaviors, may promote an athlete’s basic 
psychological needs (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis, 2008; 
Alvarez, Balaguer, Castillo, & Duda, 2009; Hollembeak & 
Amorose, 2005; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). In particular, 
autonomy supportive coaching has been shown to posi-
tively influence athletes’ psychological needs (Amorose 
& Horn, 2000, 2001). Autonomy-supportive coaching 
has been defined as (a) providing athletes with choice, 
(b) giving opportunities for initiative-taking, (c) using 
a democratic leadership style, (d) giving a rationale for 
their actions, (e) showing concern for the athlete both on 
and off the field, (f) giving constructive feedback, and (g) 
fostering a task-oriented sport environment (Mageau & 
Vallerand, 2003). Adie and colleagues (2008) found that 
coach autonomy support was positively associated with all 
three psychological needs in a sample of adult team sport 
participants. Other findings confirm the general relation-
ship between coach autonomy support and psychological 
need satisfaction (Alvarez et al., 2009). 

Coach autonomy support may also be associated 
with athletes’ intrinsic (or self-determined) motivation. 
The model developed by Mageau and Vallerand (2003) 
proposes that athletes’ perceptions of autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness mediate the relationship between 
coach behavior and motivational outcomes. Athletes 
who perceived their coaches’ behavior to be autonomy 
supportive experienced more self-determined forms of 
motivation (Amorose & Horn, 2000, 2001; Gagné, Ryan, & 
Bargman, 2003). These relationships have been supported 
with both male and female adolescent athletes (Gagné 
et al., 2003), high school and college athletes (Alvarez et 
al., 2009; Amorose & Andersen-Butcher, 2007; Amorose 
& Horn 2000, 2001; Hollembeak & Amorose 2005), and 
Olympic level athletes (Mallett, 2005). Although the 
relationship between coach autonomy support, basic 
psychological needs, and self-determined motivation has 
been supported with able-bodied athletes, it has received 
limited attention in disability sport. Furthermore, most 
of the research has focused on creating an index of self-
determined motivation rather than exploring the unique 
antecedents of specific types of intrinsic motivation.

In light of the limited understanding of how coaches 
can promote intrinsic motivation in Paralympic athletes, 
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 the purpose of the present study was to explore the re-
lationship between Paralympic athletes’ perceptions of 
autonomy-supportive coach behavior, perceived need 
satisfaction, and intrinsic motivation to know, accomplish, 
and experience stimulation. Consistent with SDT and pre-
vious research, we hypothesized that athletes’ perceptions 
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness would mediate 
the relationship between perceived coach autonomy sup-
port and the three forms of intrinsic motivation. 

Method

Participants and Procedures

The participants (N = 113, 61.06% men) were Cana-
dian Paralympic athletes participating in individual sports 
(n = 12, 10.6%), team sports (n = 48, 42.4%), and coact-
ing sports (n = 53, 46.9%). A coacting sport was defined 
as one in which athletes trained and practiced as a team, 
but competed individually against their own teammates 
and others (i.e., swimming, track and field; Widmeyer & 
Williams, 1991). The sample included athletes from each 
of the five disability classification groups recognized by 
the Canadian Paralympic Committee: cerebral palsy (n 
= 26, 23.0%), visual impairment (n = 9, 8.0%), amputee 
(n = 19, 16.8%), spinal cord injury (n = 50, 44.2%), and 
les autres (i.e., “others,” such as spina bifida and multiple 
sclerosis; n = 9, 8.0%). The 113 athletes who participated 
in the study included both summer (n = 86, 76.1%) and 
winter (n = 27, 23.9%) sport athletes. 

After gaining institutional behavioral-ethics approval, 
we contacted the Canadian Paralympic Committee (CPC) 
and informed them of the study objectives. The CPC sent 
a recruitment email to approximately 200 active Canadian 
Paralympic athletes before the 2008 Paralympic Games in 
Beijing. The recruitment email included a link to a secure, 
password-protected website containing the questionnaires 
used in this study. The use of online questionnaires al-
lowed athletes with a disability to use adaptive technology 
to assist them in completing the study, if needed. 

Measures

Perceived Coach Autonomy Support. The Sport Climate 
Questionnaire (Deci & Ryan, 2006) was used to measure 
athletes’ perceptions of autonomy-supportive coaching 
behavior. Athletes were asked to respond to 15 items about 
their coach, such as “I feel that my coach provides me 
choices and options” and “I feel that my coach cares about 
me as a person,” which were scored from 1 = strongly disa-
gree to 7 = strongly agree. The responses were summed to 
create a total score, with higher scores indicating greater 
perceptions of autonomy support. Previous research with 
adult athletes has demonstrated the scale is reliable (α = 

.84; Lavoi & Power, 2006) and possesses construct validity 
(Amorose & Anderson-Butcher, 2007; Standage, Duda, & 
Ntoumanis, 2006). 

Perceived Competence. Three items developed by Amo-
rose (2003) were used to assess perceived competence. 
Athletes were asked to respond to the following three 
items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = not skilled at 
all to 5 = very skilled: (a) “How good do you think you 
are at your sport,” (b) “When it comes to your sport, how 
much ability do you think you have,” and (c) “How skilled 
do you think you are at your sport.” The responses were 
summed, and higher scores reflected greater perceptions 
of competence. The scale has demonstrated internal con-
sistency (α = .74) as well as construct (content and facto-
rial) validity in a sample of college-age male and female 
athletes (Amorose, 2003; Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005).

Perceived Autonomy. Athletes’ perceptions of autonomy 
were assessed using a scale developed by Hollembeak and 
Amorose (2005). Participants were asked to “mark the 
response that best reflects how you feel about the amount 
of choice or control you have when it comes to participat-
ing in your sport” on six items (e.g., “I have a say in what 
I do when participating in my sport”). Their responses 
were scored on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 
1 = not true at all to 5 = completely true for me, and 
summed to create a total score. Higher scores reflected 
greater perceived autonomy. The scale was developed 
and reviewed by two scholars with expertise in the field of 
motivation research. All of the items have demonstrated 
internal consistency (α = .78) and possess factorial validity 
(Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005).

Perceived Relatedness. The sport-specific version (Hol-
lembeak & Amorose, 2005) of the Feelings of Related-
ness Scale (Richer & Vallerand, 1998) was used to assess 
feelings of acceptance and closeness with team members. 
Participants were asked to respond to the stem, “In my 
relations with the members of my sports team I feel…” us-
ing 10 descriptors (e.g., supported, listened to, affiliated), 
each scored on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = do not 
agree at all to 7 = very strongly agree. Higher scores on 
this measure indicated greater perceptions of relatedness. 
This scale has demonstrated internal consistency in both 
the original workplace context (α = .75; Deci et al., 2001) 
and in sport (α = .96; Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005). 
The scale was also tested for content validity (Richer & 
Vallerand, 1998). 

Intrinsic Motivation. The three intrinsic motivation 
subscales of the Sport Motivation Scale (Pelletier et al., 
1995) were used to measure athletes’ intrinsic motiva-
tion for participating in sport. There are 4 items assessing 
intrinsic motivation to know (e.g., “For the pleasure of 
discovering new performance strategies”), 4 items for 
intrinsic motivation to accomplish (e.g., “For the satisfac-
tion I experience while I am perfecting my abilities”), 
and 4 items assessing intrinsic motivation to experience 
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stimulation (e.g., “For the intense emotions I feel doing 
a sport that I like”), with responses ranging from 1 = does 
not correspond at all to 7 = corresponds exactly. Higher 
subscale scores, calculated by summing the respective 
items, represented higher degrees of intrinsic motivation. 
The subscales have demonstrated acceptable internal 
consistency (α = .79–.89; Pelletier, Fortier, Vallerand, & 
Briere, 2001). The simplex structure and construct valid-
ity of the scale was supported by Li and Harmer (1996). 

Data Analysis 

Preliminary analyses were conducted to assess ac-
curacy of data entry, missing values, and assumptions of 
multivariate analyses (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Linear 
regression equations were used to test the relationship 
between perceived coach autonomy support, perceptions 
of autonomy, competence, relatedness, and intrinsic mo-
tivation. SPSS 18.0 Statistical Software (Armonk. NY) was 
used for all regression analyses. The multiple mediation 
macro developed by Preacher and Hayes (2008) was used 
to generate the mediation models. To test the hypothesis 
of the study, three independent models were tested, each 
with one of the three forms of intrinsic motivation as a 
dependent variable. The multivariate extension of the 
products-of-coefficients approach was used to evaluate 
the models (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Additionally, boot-
strapping was used as a resampling procedure because it 
does not assume symmetry or normality (which occurs 
only in very large samples; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). The 
bootstrap procedure was used to construct bias-corrected 
and accelerated 95% confidence intervals (BCa 95% CI) 

of the indirect effect. Five thousand bootstrapped samples 
were requested. 

Results

Less than 1.0% of the data were missing; thus, a med- 
ian substitution was used to replace missing values (Ta-
bachnick & Fidell, 2007). Descriptive statistics (means, 
standard deviations, skewness, and kurtosis coefficients), 
Cronbach’s alpha, and Pearson correlation coefficients for 
all study variables are presented in Table 1. High mean 
scores were reported for all three measures of intrinsic mo-
tivation, which were also moderately to highly correlated 
(r = .63–.76). The strength of these relationships suggests 
that, while there is moderate common variance, there is 
also unique variance among the intrinsic motivation sub-
scales and therefore the three hypotheses were examined. 

Models A to C in Figure 1 display the results of the 
regression analyses. Across all models, perceived coach 
autonomy support was a significant predictor of feelings of 
autonomy and relatedness (R2 = .58 and .45, respectively). 
The direct path between perceptions of coach autonomy 
support was significant for intrinsic motivation to know (R2 

= .28), but not the other two types of intrinsic motivation. 
Perceptions of competence and autonomy were signifi-
cant predictors of intrinsic motivation to accomplish (R2 

= .63 and .39) and experience stimulation (R2 = .57 and 
.45). Competence was the only significant predictor of 
intrinsic motivation to know (R2 = .71). 

Table 2 presents the total and indirect effects of per-
ceived coach autonomy support on the three forms of in-
trinsic motivation, mediated by perceptions of autonomy, 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for study variables

	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7

1. 	Coach autonomy support	 .97						    
2. 	Perceived autonomy	 .65*	 .89					   
3. 	Perceived competence	 .10	 .18	 .88				  
4. 	Perceived relatedness	 .61*	 .55*	 .08	 .92			 
5. 	IM to know	 .19*	 .31*	 .40*	 .19*	 .86		
6. 	IM for stimulation	 .11	 .30*	 .37*	 .12	 .76*	 .80	
7. 	IM to accomplish	 .17	 .34*	 .42*	 .18	 .71*	 .63*	 .82
Score range	 1–7	 1–5	 1–5	 1–7	 1–7	 1–7	 1–7
Mean	 5.71	 3.93	 4.11	 5.33	 5.19	 5.58	 5.67
Standard deviation	 1.22 	 .87	 .66	 1.16	 1.25	 1.16	 1.12
Skewnessa	 -1.47	 -0.86	 -0.67	 -0.85	 -0.85	 -1.27	 -1.44
Kurtosisb	 2.37	 0.66	 0.76	 0.32	 0.99	 2.32	 3.37

Note. IM = intrinsic motivation; Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are presented along the diagonal; bivariate correlations presented 
in the lower diagonal are based on subscale scores. 
aStandard error skewness = .23. 
bStandard error kurtosis = .45. 
*p < .05.
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Figure 1. Multiple mediation models showing the effects of perceived coach autonomy support on autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness and (A) intrinsic motivation to know, (B) intrinsic motivation to accomplish, and (C) intrinsic motivation to experience 
stimulation. Standardized coeffi cients are presented. Solid arrows represent signifi cant paths (p < .05); dashed arrows represent 
nonsignifi cant relationships. 
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competence, and relatedness. For intrinsic motivation 
to know, the specific indirect effects are .04, .12, and .02 
(through competence, autonomy, and relatedness, respec-
tively). For intrinsic motivation to accomplish, the specific 
indirect effects are .03, .17, and .02 (respectively through 
competence, autonomy, and relatedness). Finally, for in-
trinsic motivation to experience stimulation the specific 
indirect effects are .03, .20, and -.002 (respectively through 
competence, autonomy, and relatedness). The need for 
autonomy was a significant mediator of the relationship 
between perceived coach autonomy support and intrinsic 
motivation to accomplish (BCa 95% CI = .06–.36) and 
experience stimulation (BCa 95% CI = .08–.41). The total 
indirect effects were not significant for intrinsic motiva-
tion to know (standardized path coefficient = .18) but 
were significant for intrinsic motivation to accomplish 
(standardized path coefficient = .23) and to experience 
stimulation (standardized path coefficient = .23). 

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the rela-
tionship between Paralympic athletes’ perceptions of 
autonomy-supportive coach behavior, perceived needs 
satisfaction, and intrinsic motivation to know,  accomplish, 
and experience stimulation. The results partially support-
ed the hypothesis of the study. Perceptions of autonomy 
supportive coaching were linked to athletes’ perceived 
autonomy and relatedness. Contrary to the hypothesis, 
autonomy support was not significantly associated with 
perceptions of competence. Perceived coach autonomy 
was a predictor of intrinsic motivation to accomplish and 
experience stimulation. Perceived competence was a 
predictor of all three forms of intrinsic motivation. Percep-
tions of relatedness were not associated with the intrinsic 
motives. Taken together, the results highlight important 
relationships between coach behavior and athlete motiva-
tion in disability sport as suggested by SDT (Deci & Ryan, 
1985) and by Mageau and Vallerand (2003).

In partial support of our hypothesis, athletes’ per-
ceptions of autonomy support from the coach were sig-
nificantly related to perceived autonomy and relatedness, 
yet the relationships between perceived coach autonomy 
support and perceptions of competence did not reach 
statistical significance. It may be that the strength of the 
relationship between perceived coach autonomy support 
and need satisfaction varies as a function of contextual 
factors (Adie et al., 2008; Standage et al., 2006). In an 
elite sport context, athletes primarily obtain competence 
information from recent performance outcomes, such 
as beating opponents or winning competitions (Duda & 
Hall, 2001; Reinboth & Duda, 2006). This could explain 
the weak link between Paralympic athletes’ perceptions 
of autonomy support and competence. Also, Adie and 
colleagues (2008) reported a weak relationship between 
autonomy support and perceptions of competence 
for males and a nonsignificant relationship for female 
athletes. While not explored in the current study, the 
relationship between coach autonomy support and the 
psychological needs may vary both by context and by gen-
der. Further research is needed for better understanding 
of this possibility. 

Consistent with our hypothesis, athletes’ perceptions 
of autonomy and competence were associated with intrin-
sic motivation to accomplish and experience stimulation. 
Intrinsic motivation to accomplish is defined by par-
ticipating in an activity such as sport to achieve new goals 
(Pelletier et al., 1995). Thus, elite athletes with a physical 
disability may need to feel in control of their sport experi-
ence, as well as competent in their sport, to be motivated 
to achieve new goals. The same is true of intrinsic motiva-
tion to experience stimulation, which is defined as doing 
the activity for the positive physical and emotional experi-
ences that occur while doing the activity (Pelletier et al., 

Table 2. Mediation of the effect of perceived coach 
autonomy support on intrinsic motivation to know, 
accomplish, and experience stimulation through 
competence, autonomy, and relatedness

	 Pt E	 SE	 BCa 95% CI

Model A:
IM to know			 
	 Competence 	 .04	 .04	 -.03–.17
	 Autonomy 	 .12	 .08	 -.03-.32
	 Relatedness 	 .02	 .07	 -.11–.16
	 Total	 .18	 .10	 .00–.39
		  Contrast 1 	 .02	 .08	 -.15–.19
		  Contrast 2 	 -.08	 .09	 -.28–.11
		  Contrast 3 	 -.10	 .12	 -.37–.14
Model B: IM 
to accomplish			 
	 Competence 	 .03	 .03	 -.02–-.16
	 Autonomy 	 .17	 .07	 .06–.36
	 Relatedness 	 .02	 .06	 -.12–.18
	 Total	 .23	 .09	 .06–.46
		  Contrast 1 	 .02	 .07	 -.18–.19
		  Contrast 2	 -.14	 .08	 -.33–.00
		  Contrast 3	 -.16	 .10	 -.42–.06
Model C: IM to 
experience stimulation	 		
	 Competence 	 .03	 .03	 -.02–.15
	 Autonomy 	 .20	 .07	 .08–.41
	 Relatedness	 -.002	 .06	 -.13–.14
	 Total	 .23	 .09	 .06-.47
		  Contrast 1 	 .03	 .07	 -.13–.19
		  Contrast 2 	 -.18	 .08	 -.37–.03
		  Contrast 3	 -.21	 .11	 -.47–.001

Note. Pt E = point estimate; SE = standard error; BCa = 
bias-corrected and accelerated CI = confidence interval; IM = 
intrinsic motivation; Contrast 1 = competence versus related-
ness; Contrast 2 = competence versus autonomy; Contrast 3 
= relatedness versus autonomy. 
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 1995). Goodwin and colleagues (2009) recently explored 
the experiences of 11 Canadian national wheelchair rugby 
players. The interviewed athletes discussed the increased 
feelings of self-confidence and empowerment they felt as a 
result of belonging to a sport community where they were 
no longer isolated because of their disability. Moreover, 
their sport experience helped them grow as individuals 
on and off the court. Consistent with the responses of the 
athletes interviewed by Goodwin and colleagues, findings 
from the present study indicated the benefits of satisfy-
ing athletes’ perceptions of competence and autonomy 
for developing intrinsic motivation to accomplish and to 
experience stimulation. 

Contrary to our hypothesis, and despite significant 
correlations between all three needs and intrinsic motiva-
tion to know, perceived competence was the only signifi-
cant predictor of intrinsic motivation to know. Therefore, 
the current findings suggest that the elite athletes in our 
sample who reported higher perceptions of competence 
were more likely to be engaged in their sport to acquire 
new skills and knowledge. Research on sport participation 
for individuals with a physical disability has highlighted 
similar goals and objectives of the participants (Giacobbi, 
Stancil, Hardin, & Bryant, 2008). Despite this, it is neces-
sary to point out that the cross-sectional nature of the 
data precludes inferences of directionality, suggesting it 
may be those athletes who engage in their sport to learn, 
experience stimulation, and accomplish their goals who 
develop higher perceptions of competence.

Research has consistently documented the influ-
ence of autonomy and competence on intrinsic motiva-
tion, but support for the link between relatedness and 
self-determined motivation has been less compelling 
(Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005; McDonough & Crocker, 
2007; Sarrazin, Vallerand, Guillet, Pelletier, & Cury, 2002). 
Wilson, Rodgers, and Fraser (2002) suggested that feel-
ing connected to others was an important catalyst for 
the internalization of extrinsically motivated behaviors, 
but that feelings of relatedness were weak predictors of 
behaviors that had already been internalized. Athletes in 
the current study reported high levels of all three types of 
intrinsic motivation, which could explain why relatedness 
was not a significant correlate of motivation. Vallerand 
(1997) suggested that the relative importance of the need 
for relatedness depended on three factors: (a) the nature 
of the task or behavior (e.g., team sport versus individual 
sport), (b) the conditions under which the activity was 
performed (e.g., recreational level or elite level), and 
(c) the individual’s personal characteristics (e.g., age). 
In line with this suggestion, the current results indicated 
that Paralympic athletes did not need to feel connected 
to others in their social environment to feel intrinsically 
motivated toward elite sport. Perhaps the athletes in the 
current study developed intrinsic motivation from coaches 
that supported their psychological needs at an earlier 

point in their athletic career, and they no longer depend 
on being connected to others in their sport. Moreover, 
considering the significant correlation between perceived 
autonomy and perceived relatedness, it is possible that 
the lack of relationship between relatedness and intrinsic 
motivation was due, in part, to the strong relationship 
between relatedness and autonomy. The significant cor-
relation between relatedness and autonomy was expected, 
in line with the theoretical principles of SDT. Future 
research needs to focus specifically on the importance of 
the need for relatedness in developing intrinsic motivation 
in different sport contexts, including Paralympic sport.

Although the current findings offer new insights into 
athletes’ experiences of Paralympic sport, some limita-
tions exist. First, given the self-selected sample and cross-
sectional nature of the study design, it was not possible to 
establish whether the observed pattern of relationships 
was characteristic of all Paralympic athletes, nor was it 
possible to infer causality or directionality of the observed 
relationships. Longitudinal research is required to ac-
curately track the relationship between perceptions of 
coach behavior and athlete motivation over time. Second, 
the participants in the study were all elite athletes with 
a physical disability. As such, the results of the study are 
not generalizable to athletes with a disability participat-
ing in sport at other levels of competition. Third, these 
elite athletes might also have higher levels of perceived 
competence and achievement compared to many of their 
contemporaries. This in turn might affect their percep-
tions of their coaches. Fourth, the participants in this study 
were limited to those who had Internet access, which may 
have resulted in Paralympic athletes without Internet ac-
cess being excluded from the study population. Finally, 
data were collected while some athletes were preparing 
to compete at the Summer Paralympic Games, thus some 
athletes may have chosen not to participate in the study 
because they were focused exclusively on preparing for the 
Games. The athletes who were training for the Paralym-
pics also may have been spending more time with coaches 
and working on a different training schedule. 

In spite of these limitations, this study makes several 
theoretical and practical contributions. Theoretically, 
it extends the developing body of SDT literature to a 
unique population and confirms the presence of three 
distinct forms of intrinsic motivation in this population. 
Practically, it highlights the importance of creating an 
autonomy-supportive sport environment when coaching 
elite athletes with a disability. There are few programs 
available for coaches of elite athletes with a disability, and 
the present study provides information that could be 
used to train coaches to work with Paralympic athletes. 
For example, coach training should educate coaches on 
specific autonomy-supportive strategies, such as how to 
provide athletes with choices (e.g., which drills to use dur-
ing practice), how to give athletes opportunities to take 
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initiative (e.g., designing a practice on their own), and 
how to give constructive, task-oriented feedback in order 
to foster intrinsic motivation. In conclusion, the present 
study extends the sport literature to a growing population 
that has been largely understudied and lays the founda-
tion for future theory-driven research on motivation in 
Paralympic athletes. 
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