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The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to analyze coaches’
behaviors in the link between motivational climate and athletes’ perceived
performance progress and satisfaction among table tennis athletes. Seven table
tennis coaches and 25 developing players were recruited through snowball
sampling. Players were 14 to 18 years old and coaches were 30 to 40 years old.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, transcribed verbatim,
and analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. Repeated reading, line-by-line
coding, continuous code review, analytic memoing, and theme review were
used to strengthen methodological rigor. The lived experiences of coaches were
organized into five overarching themes: coaching philosophy, social support
behavior, leadership style, motivational climate, and goal setting. The lived
experiences of players were organized into four overarching themes: perceived
coaching philosophy, supportive performance experience, mastery climate, and
goal setting. The findings indicate that coaches’ feedback, leadership style,
social support, and goal-setting practices shape athletes. perception of
motivational climate, intrinsic motivation, perceived progress, and satisfaction
with the practice experience. Because coach and player data were not analyzed
as matched dyads, the findings should be interpreted as a comparative
qualitative account rather than as a direct causal link between each coach and
each athlete. Training coaches to use autonomy-supportive behaviors, mastery-
oriented goals, and psychologically safe communication may improve the
quality of practice environments and athletes’ positive experience of
performance development.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In organized sports environments, coaches are not only responsible for the technical development
of athletes but also function as central social agents who shape athletes’ motivational, emotional, and
psychological experiences. Coaching behaviors influence the quality of practice, athletes’ perceptions of
improvement, feelings of competence, interpretation of success and failure, and satisfaction with
performance. Within sport psychology literature, coaching philosophy, feedback patterns, emotional
support, leadership style, and goal-setting approaches are considered essential mechanisms through which
coaches create the motivational climate experienced by athletes (Bartholomew et al., 2009; Reinboth & Duda,
2006). The motivational climate represents athletes’ perceptions of the values, expectations, and criteria
of achievement emphasized in their training context. When coaches prioritize effort, learning, personal
development, and constructive responses to mistakes, athletes are more likely to experience a mastery-
oriented climate. Conversely, environments dominated by comparison, winning, superiority, and
punishment of mistakes create a more performance-oriented climate, which may increase pressure and
reduce enjoyment for some athletes (Amaro et al., 2023; Shanmugaratnam et al., 2025).

Self-determination theory provides an important framework for explaining how coaching behavior
influences motivational climate and athletes’ psychological outcomes. According to this theory, intrinsic
motivation and satisfaction are strongly associated with the fulfillment of three basic psychological needs:
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When athletes perceive that they have
meaningful choices, experience skill improvement, and receive social support from coaches and
teammates, they are more likely to interpret their sporting experiences as meaningful and satisfying.
Previous systematic reviews and meta-analytic evidence have demonstrated that psychological need
satisfaction is positively associated with autonomous motivation, sport participation, well-being, and
continued engagement, whereas need frustration is related to burnout and sport withdrawal (Back et al.,
2022; Gustafsson et al., 2017; Ryan et al., 2022; Vasconcellos et al., 2020). However, many previous
investigations have relied primarily on quantitative questionnaires, which identify statistical relationships
but may not fully explain how athletes and coaches experience these processes in daily training
interactions. This limitation is particularly important in table tennis, where continuous coach—athlete
interaction, immediate technical correction, and competitive pressure occur simultaneously. Therefore,
examining the lived experiences of both coaches and players can provide a deeper understanding of how
coaching behaviors contribute to motivational climate, perceived progress, and performance satisfaction.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to analyze coaches’ behaviors in the link between motivational
climate and performance satisfaction among table tennis athletes.

Methods and Materials

This study was conducted using a qualitative approach with a phenomenological design. This
design was selected because the main purpose of the research was to understand and interpret the lived
experiences of coaches and athletes regarding coaching behaviors and their role in shaping motivational
climate, perceived progress, and satisfaction with performance. Rather than measuring predetermined
variables quantitatively, the study focused on the meanings that participants assigned to their personal
experiences in the table tennis training environment.
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Participants consisted of seven table tennis coaches and 25 developing table tennis players selected
through snowball sampling. The players were between 14 and 18 years old, while the coaches were
between 30 and 40 years old. Participant recruitment continued until sufficient information richness and
relative repetition of themes were achieved. Data were collected using semi-structured interviews,
allowing the researchers to follow predetermined research questions while maintaining flexibility to
explore individual experiences, examples, and meaningful responses provided by participants.

The interview questions focused on participants’ perceptions of coaching behaviors, feedback
strategies, emotional and informational support, leadership approaches, definitions of success, goal-setting
practices, and experiences of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with performance. Before conducting the
interviews, participants were informed about the objectives of the study, confidentiality of information,
voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw at any stage. Written informed consent was obtained
from all participants. Interviews were conducted in a suitable and calm environment to allow participants
to freely express their experiences and perspectives.

Recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim, resulting in 175 pages of textual data. Data
analysis was performed using reflexive thematic analysis. The process included repeated reading of
transcripts, initial coding, line-by-line coding, continuous comparison of codes, grouping similar codes,
extracting basic themes, organizing themes, and identifying final overarching themes. To improve
methodological rigor, strategies such as repeated review of interview texts, analytical memo writing,
continuous refinement of codes, theme revision, and maintaining a clear connection between
interpretations and participant data were applied.

Findings

The reflexive thematic analysis demonstrated that participants’ experiences of coaching behaviors
could be understood at two complementary levels. The first level represented coaches’ perspectives and
emphasized coaching intentions, philosophy, leadership approaches, and training practices. The second
level reflected athletes’ experiences and focused on psychological safety, satisfaction with progress,
perceptions of success, and motivation to continue training.

Analysis of coaches’ interviews resulted in five overarching themes: coaching philosophy, social
support behavior, leadership style, motivational climate, and goal setting. Coaching philosophy emerged
as a central theme, indicating that coaches considered their role beyond technical instruction. They
emphasized commitment, responsibility, and athlete development as fundamental values. Coaches
believed that their own behaviors served as models for shaping athletes’ discipline, identity, and attitudes
toward sport.

Social support behavior included two main dimensions: positive feedback and emotional support.
Coaches described effective feedback as a process that not only corrected technical performance but also
preserved athletes’ sense of competence. Emotional support was considered essential for creating trust,
increasing acceptance of feedback, and reducing the psychological threat associated with mistakes.
Leadership style was another major theme. Findings indicated that coaches used different leadership
approaches depending on athletes’ age, skill level, experience, and competitive context. While direct
instruction and control were sometimes considered necessary for beginner athletes, democratic leadership
and communication were viewed as important for developing responsibility and self-regulation among

more experienced players.



The motivational climate theme demonstrated that coaches distinguished between mastery-
oriented and outcome-oriented environments. A mastery climate emphasized effort, learning, and personal
development, whereas an outcome climate focused on competition, comparison, and winning. Coaches
reported that excessive focus on results could increase pressure, while emphasizing learning helped
athletes interpret mistakes as opportunities for improvement. Goal setting was identified as a mechanism
that helped athletes recognize progress and maintain motivation. Effective goals included both individual
and team objectives and were most beneficial when accompanied by explanation, feedback, and adaptation
to athletes’ abilities.

Analysis of players’ experiences resulted in four overarching themes: perceived coaching
philosophy, supportive performance experience, mastery climate, and goal setting. Players experienced
coaching philosophy through fairness, behavioral expectations, discipline, and clarity. They reported
greater security and concentration when they understood their coach’s expectations. Supportive
performance experience reflected positive coach—athlete relationships, teammate support, and enjoyment
of progress. Players emphasized that satisfaction was not only related to winning but also depended on
the quality of interpersonal relationships and the sense of improvement.

The mastery climate theme showed that players valued environments where mistakes were
interpreted as learning opportunities rather than failures. Coaches’ ability to redefine failure helped
athletes maintain motivation and focus on personal growth. Goal setting was also important from the
athletes’ perspective. Players identified both task-oriented goals, such as skill improvement and effort,
and outcome-oriented goals, such as competition achievements. The findings suggested that outcome
goals could motivate athletes when balanced with process-based goals and supportive coaching.

Discussion and Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to analyze coaches’ behaviors in the relationship between
motivational climate and perceived progress and performance satisfaction among table tennis athletes.
The findings demonstrated that coaching behavior is a multidimensional phenomenon involving
underlying beliefs, leadership style, social support, feedback strategies, and goal-setting processes. These
results are consistent with sport psychology literature emphasizing coaches as influential social agents
affecting athletes’ motivation, emotional experiences, perceived competence, and athletic development
(Bartholomew et al., 2009; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Reinboth & Duda, 2006).

The findings related to coaching philosophy indicated that coaches organize their behaviors around
values such as responsibility, commitment, and development, while athletes experience this philosophy
through observable behaviors such as fairness, communication, expectations, and responses to mistakes.
Therefore, coaching philosophy becomes meaningful when it moves beyond personal beliefs and appears
in daily interactions with athletes. Leadership findings showed that although structured guidance may
support learning in early developmental stages, excessive controlling behaviors may reduce autonomy,
creativity, and satisfaction. This interpretation aligns with self-determination theory, which explains that
controlling environments can limit autonomy, whereas autonomy-supportive behaviors strengthen
psychological need satisfaction and active engagement (Bartholomew et al., 2011; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan
etal., 2022).

Social support was also identified as a key mechanism connecting coaching behavior with
motivational climate. Positive feedback, emotional support, and effective communication allowed athletes
to perceive mistakes as part of learning rather than as threats. This supports motivational models of the
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coach—athlete relationship, suggesting that supportive coaching behaviors enhance autonomy,
competence, and relatedness, thereby promoting self-determined motivation (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003).
Regarding motivational climate, the results confirmed the importance of mastery-oriented environments
characterized by effort, improvement, learning, and psychological safety. These findings are consistent
with previous studies showing that mastery climates contribute to enjoyment, autonomous motivation,
well-being, and positive sport experiences (Amaro et al., 2023; Shanmugaratnam et al., 2025). However, the
results also showed that outcome-oriented goals are not necessarily negative; they may provide external
motivation when balanced with learning-focused goals.

Goal setting represented another important element linking coaching behaviors with athlete
satisfaction. Clear and attainable goals helped athletes evaluate their progress and maintain motivation.
Previous evidence indicates that goal setting can positively influence sport performance, although its
effectiveness depends on the type of goals, feedback processes, and psychological conditions surrounding
the athlete (Williamson et al., 2024). Overall, the study concluded that athletes’ positive perception of
progress and satisfaction with performance are not determined only by competitive results but emerge
from a combination of perceived improvement, coach—athlete relationship quality, emotional support,
competence development, and the meaning athletes assign to success and failure. Coaches who emphasize
learning, constructive communication, mastery-oriented goals, and psychological support can create
healthier training environments and contribute to the long-term development of young table tennis
athletes.
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