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Introduction
Can an athlete ever truly heal if the shadow of performance pressure haunts every step of their
recovery? This study delves into an intricate interplay, examining how both intrinsic and extrinsic
motivations influence the path from athletic injury back to optimal athletic performance.
Prioritizing immediate results seems to hinder a recovering athlete’s progress, while fostering
intrinsic motivation can pave the way for a more holistic approach that prioritizes both physical
and psychological well-being.1,2 Ultimately, the following question is explored: can athletes
achieve optimal recovery by finding a balance between external pressures and internal drive?

Performance pressure and intrinsic motivation
Intrinsic motivation is defined as the internal drive that compels individuals to engage in an
activity for its own satisfaction, rather than seeking external rewards. This internal motivation
arises from the activity itself, fueled by feelings of enjoyment and a sense of purpose.5
Intrinsically motivated individuals pursue their interests wholeheartedly, exhibiting higher levels
of engagement compared to those driven by external factors. Research has identified three key
characteristics of intrinsic motivation: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.5Autonomy
involves acting with independence and having control over one’s choices. Competence refers to
the desire to achieve new skills. Relatedness suggests the need to feel connected to others and
contribute to a larger purpose. Fostering these elements within an environment can significantly
enhance intrinsic motivation, which leads to improved performance, self-directed learning, and
enhanced well-being. 4,5

In the context of sports, particularly when a professional athlete gets injured, the motivation to
get back on track is important. After all, injuries are an inevitable part of sports. Evidence
suggests that athletes with strong intrinsic motivation are more likely to persevere through
setbacks.6 Their passion for the game and desire for self-improvement can provide mental
strength both to endure the pain and to engage in the rehabilitation process. However, it is
important to consider that intrinsic motivation is not a fixed trait but rather a spectrum. This
spectrum can fluctuate depending on various factors such as pressure, competitive environment
and personal experiences. If an athlete experiences intense pressure to regain optimum
performance after injury, they often struggle to recovery quickly.6

The Yerkes-Dodson Law explains the relationship between an injured athlete's performance on
the y axis (in our case, this is speed of recovery) and their level of arousal (motivation to
recover) on the x axis. This arousal can come from both intrinsic motivation - the internal drive
for personal satisfaction - and extrinsic motivation such as pressure to perform well in upcoming
matches.16 The Yerkes-Dodson Law posits that performance increases with arousal to an
optimal point, yet beyond this point it drops due to excessive pressure or stress. Intrinsic
motivation can influence this relationship in injured athletes.8 Imagine a high jumper recovering
from an ankle sprain. A desire to return to competition might fuel their initial rehabilitation efforts.
As they progress, pressure to perform well in upcoming matches or competitions (extrinsic
motivation) may enhance their recovery closer to the optimal point. However, if this pressure
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becomes too high, it can trigger anxiety and self-doubt that may hinder the progress of
rehabilitation (far right side of Figure 1).9This is where intrinsic motivation comes in. When an
athlete's primary focus is rediscovering the joy of movement and personal growth, rather than
simply on external pressures like results, they may navigate the Yerkes-Dodson curve more
effectively. The intrinsic drive to achieve skills and overcome challenges can buffer the negative
effects of pressure, keeping arousal closer to the optimal zone, even in the face of setbacks.10,11
In essence, a balance between intrinsic motivation and managed pressure is crucial for injured
athletes seeking to regain optimal performance.

Figure 1. A typical representation of the Yerkes-Dodson Law using a simple curve.7

Physical and psychological well-being
The pursuit of optimal performance in professional athletes also necessitates a focus on their
physical and psychological well-being. While technical skills are crucial, a holistic understanding
of the athlete’s physical and emotional state is paramount.

The psychological well-being of athletes has become increasingly recognized as crucial for both
performance and overall quality of life in recent years. While motivational factors have long been
studied in sports, recent research by Deci & Ryan (2008) dives deeper, exploring the intricate
relationship between intrinsic motivation and mental health among elite athletes.13 Adding to the
Yerkes-Dodson theory, these studies propose what they call Self-Determination Theory (SDT).
SDT conceptualises motivation as a spectrum ranging from intrinsic, fueled by enjoyment and
personal satisfaction, to controlled, driven by external pressures or obligations.13,14 The
environment plays a crucial role and has been broken down into two categories - a task-oriented
climate or an ego-oriented climate. A task-oriented climate emphasises mastery and effort,
fostering intrinsic motivation. On the other hand, an ego-oriented climate emphasises outcomes
and comparison, fostering extrinsic motivators they describe as ‘controlled forms.’ As
hypothesised, a task-oriented climate nurtured basic psychological needs for competence,
autonomy, and relatedness, which in turn fostered intrinsic motivation. Conversely, an
ego-oriented climate did not support these needs, potentially hindering intrinsic motivation.
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Importantly, the study examined downstream effects of these climates on mental health,
highlighting distinct associations. Controlled forms of motivation were linked to negative
outcomes such as anxiety, poor mood, depression, and sleep disturbances. Conversely, intrinsic
motivation did not show significant negative associations with these mental health concerns.13
These findings paint a complicated image of motivation in elite sports. Intrinsic motivation
emerges as a key player in promoting athlete well-being, while controlled forms of motivation
appear detrimental. Thus, providing a supportive environment that prioritises mastery, choice,
and connection over pressure and comparison may be a key to fostering intrinsic motivation
while safeguarding the mental health of athletes.13

Another study focuses on the intricate relationship between intrinsic motivation and
psychological well-being in athletes, uncovering the influence of basic psychological needs in
this process.14 While some expected relationships were confirmed, others presented intriguing
complexities. Autonomy, a core human desire that contributes to well-being, has a strong
relationship with intrinsic motivation.14 Interestingly, relatedness, another basic need, had mixed
effects. It is negatively associated with intrinsic motivation, potentially due to the inherent
tension between feeling connected to others and internalising behaviour for personal value.
However, it showed a positive association with introjected regulation (a controlled form driven by
social recognition), perhaps reflecting the pressure to perform in team sports. Competence, the
third basic need, lacked a direct association with motivation. This may be explained by the
ego-oriented climate, where competence was likely judged comparatively, negating its expected
influence on self-determined forms of motivation.13

The findings regarding intrinsic motivation and mental health did include a fine distinction. While
it wasn't associated with negative outcomes, a surprising positive link to depressive symptoms
emerged. This suggests that even athletes driven by passion and enjoyment can still experience
depression's impact, possibly due to the intense demands and pressures of elite sport. Overall,
the present study highlights the importance of fostering autonomy and intrinsic motivation in
athletes for promoting mental well-being.

Conclusion
It is important to acknowledge that physical and psychological factors are inseparable - stress
can cause physical harm while anxiety can damage the mental state necessary for holistic
athlete-centred interventions.14 These interventions would empower athletes, nurture their sense
of choice and self-determination, and foster genuine enjoyment in their sport.15 The foundation
of optimum performance in professional athletes is based on promoting and maintaining both
physical and psychological well-being.16 This intricate relationship should drive the formation of
comprehensive training programs that focus not only on technical abilities but also on the
physical and mental wellbeing of an athlete.17, 18, 20 By promoting the wellness of an individual as
a whole, coaches and athletes can achieve maximum performance while successfully
maneuvering the challenges of the highly demanding world of sports.18, 19, 21
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