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The purpose of this research was the mediating role of student autonomy 

motivation in the relationship between physical education teachers’ autonomy 

support and reducing students' fear of failure. This study’s research method is 

correlational and is in the category of applied research. The statistical population 

of the research included 1955 male students of the second secondary school in 

Tehran. The sample size of the study was 384 people, who were selected 

randomly and clustered based on the Morgan table. The tools used in the research 

were three standard questionnaires: autonomy motivation Hager et al (2007), 

perception of autonomy support by Black and Deci (2007), fear of failure Conroy 

et al (2002). To analyze the data, the structural equation model was used. The 

most important results showed that physical education teacher’ autonomy support 

has a direct and positive effect on students' autonomy motivation. Fear of failure 

plays a mediating role in the relationship between physical education teachers' 

autonomy support and students' autonomy motivation. Therefore, physical 

education teachers can use autonomy supportive behaviors to motivate students to 

make choices in decision-making and thus be successful in reducing the fear of 

failure to engage in physical activities. 
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Introduction 

For a long time, sports researchers have been seeking to know the factors influencing the control of 

teenagers' fear to participate in sports activities. It is expected that knowing the factors affecting the 

participation of the teenagers in sports activities and controlling their fear will provide the possibility of 

increasing participation in sports activities. Attracting people to exercise does not only have physical 

benefits, but also many other benefits. Understanding the factors that influence the behavior of sports 

participants can lead to direct and indirect benefits for people participating in sports activities. Therefore, 

researchers seek to know the factors related to behaviors that are effective on people's participation in sports 

activities (Parsamehr, 2013). One of the key goals of physical education in schools is to provide supportive 

and highly active environments for students, which facilitates their skills, knowledge and attitude, and 

beyond that, activity and improving lifestyle and health in the environment outside of school. (Sanchez et al, 

2017). Meanwhile, physical education teachers play an important role in developing behavior, attitude, skills 

and giving students the information needed to engage in physical activity (Biddle et al, 2019). Based on the 

conducted research, the job performance of physical education teachers is one of the most important factors 

affecting learning and encouraging students to engage in physical activities (Selamat et al, 2013). The 

behavior, methods and motivational styles of physical education teachers will have a significant impact on 

students' emotions and learning and can affect their lives due to adopting an active physical lifestyle and 

engaging in sports activities (Meng & Kong, 2016 (. 

Autonomy support theory is a prominent theory about motivation, excitement and human development 

and emphasizes the factors that inhibit or facilitate the processes related to self-actualization in humans. The 

main elements of this theory include extrinsic motivation, intrinsic motivation, and a set of basic 

psychological needs underlying these types of motivations (Hagger et al, 2020). In the theory of autonomy, it 

is emphasized that the behavior of teachers affects the behavior, attitude and motivation of students' 

autonomy; According to this theory, a teacher can influence the type of student's motivation by supporting or 

opposing students' basic psychological needs, i.e., the need for independence, competence, and connection. 

Coach's support for independence; It creates more joy and liveliness in students. Competency support causes 

better energy and movement and sports performance, and finally, communication support that is related to 

the quantitative (amount of communication) and qualitative (how to communicate) communication between 

the teacher and the student will encourage more students. (Berghe et al, 2013). The feeling of autonomy 

while doing work leads to a special psychological state that makes a person feel that work outputs are 

influenced by his own performance and are not controlled by the external environment. This psychological 

state also leads to the formation of sports motivation to perform the activity (Kuvass, 2009). A classroom 

structure that supports student autonomy engages and nurtures the individual's psychological needs, personal 

interests, and integrated values rather than ignoring or suppressing them. Support from internal sources of 

motivation in students has become important because research evidence has shown that these methods lead 

to a range of positive educational outcomes in students (Hagger & Weed, 2019). The teacher and the learning 

environment can be a tool in the classroom to demotivate and engage students less in class activities or vice 

versa. Therefore, the involvement of each person in the classroom is always the joint result of the motivation 

of the students and the support of the class structure when they are involved in the classroom activity. The 

type of atmosphere that a teacher provides can promote a person's intrinsic motivation (Chan et al, 2020). 

The behavior of teachers and coaches in creating a motivational environment is an essential element in 

influencing the needs and motivation of students and athletes. Therefore, teacher training is very important to 

create a class structure based on the theory of autonomy and leads to positive academic outcomes (Hagger et 

al, 2015). Sheon (2018) believe that lack of social support from teachers is a determining factor in students' 

lack of motivation in doing physical activity. One of the important consequences of teachers' social support 

for students is reducing the fear of failure and increasing their motivation to participate in sports activities . 

Sagar et al. (2010) believe that sports is one of the most popular areas of success for students and 

teenagers, where the increased pressure to achieve high sports performances and winning can be a huge 

increase in the fear of failure to bring among them. Fear of failure is a constant source of stress or anxiety 

that destroys the mental condition and performance of athletes. In sports, people's biggest fear is based on 
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their understanding of the importance of performance or the game and what they think others think about 

their performance (Gustafsson et al, 2016). In relevant research, fear of failure or negative social evaluation 

has been reported as the most common sources of anxiety and abnormal stress among teenagers. Research on 

adolescent athletes has shown that both concerns about the process (such as not playing well) and outcomes 

(such as failure, criticism from parents or coaches) have been associated with fear of failure. For example, 

the concerns of teenage athletes are related to fear of failure, fear of negative evaluation, feeling of 

incompetence, lack of motivation, disappointment, etc. (Sagar & Lovely, 2010). Fear of failure makes people 

choose goals that are not desirable for skill development or do not create the necessary motivation in 

teenagers (Wikman et al, 2014). Leptokaridou et al. (2016) stated that teachers' autonomy support in physical 

education classes is effective on the level of fear of failure, fatigue and effort and leads to increased levels of 

motivation . 

Schneider et al. (2020) conducted a research on the use of physical education to promote physical 

activities in students' free time. The results of the research showed that perceived autonomy teacher through 

the mediation of autonomy motivation leads to improvement of students' motivation, attitude and mental 

norms and encourages them to do sports activities in their free time. In a research, Cheon et al. (2018) 

investigated the use of autonomy support in full-time teachers and concluded that the use of autonomy 

support by teachers has an effect on the effectiveness of teaching and the intrinsic educational goals for their 

students. In a research, Sanchez et al. (2017) investigated the effect of teachers' autonomy support on 

students' physical activity. Autonomy support, autonomy motivation, intention to do physical activity and 

satisfaction showed a significant increase in the experimental group compared to the control group. 

Leptokaridou et al. (2016) by investigating the effect of autonomy support training in physical education 

classes on the level of pleasure, fear of failure, fatigue and effort, showed that autonomy support training 

leads to an increase in motivation levels compared to the absence of this training, which may lead to the 

gradual reduction of participation in physical education classes. Also, autonomy support, which is associated 

with increasing support for students' independence, leads to a decrease in their fear of failure and, in turn, 

affects the effort to succeed and participation in sports activities. Noorali et al. (2019) investigated the effect 

of autonomy training on sports motivation and perceived autonomy support in students. The research results 

showed that teacher autonomy support is effective on students' sports motivation. 

According to the objectives of the educational courses of the public official education system of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran (2017), in the biological and physical field in the second year of high school, the 

discussion of healthy living standards is discussed, which emphasizes the improvement of the level of 

physical, mental, social and spiritual health. It indicates that by identifying the methods of forming these 

levels, to increase them, which is undoubtedly, one way to promote, motivate autonomy and reduce the fear 

of failure, and the use of effective tools is emphasized. In the policies announced by the Supreme Leader 

(2006), the promotion of physical and mental health of teachers and students, prevention of social harms and 

development of physical education and sports in schools have been considered. Therefore, according to the 

cases that are mentioned in the upstream documents of the country's education system; the concern that 

exists is how to increase the motivation of students' autonomy in today's environment and correspondingly, 

to guarantee the fear of failure of students to participate in various fields. In the theoretical foundations of 

research, the effect of supporting teachers' autonomy on positive educational outcomes has been emphasized, 

but in practice, research that directly considers its role in motivating autonomy and fear of failure has not 

been done. At the same time, it seems that most of the researches have been done abroad and few researches 

have been done inside the country. Carrying out this scientific research can lead to the discovery of useful 

results in this field and fill the research gap. From a practical point of view, the results of the research can be 

used by education managers, as well as school managers and sports teachers, who in their planning and 

decisions in the future, according to the influence of the factors examined in this research, including 

autonomy support Sports teachers and motivating students' autonomy; to reduce students' fear of failure and 

help improve students' physical activity. Therefore, according to the few researches that have been done in 

this field, the main research question is, how does teacher autonomy support directly affect students' fear of 

failure? And whether autonomy motivation can be effective in this chain and lead to the improvement of this 

be effective? 
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Research Methods  

The research method is practical in terms of purpose, and in terms of the method of data collection, it is 

field-based, in terms of implementation, it is descriptive-correlation, which was carried out in the first half of 

the academic year 1402-1401. The statistical population of the research included 1955 male students of the 

second secondary school in public schools in Tehran. The research sample size of 384 people was randomly 

selected based on Morgan's table. In this way, all the 19 regions of Tehran city were divided into five parts: 

north, south, east, west and center, and after identifying the regions related to each part, a few of the regions 

of that part were randomly selected, and the second secondary schools for boys in each the region were 

identified, then a number of students from each school were randomly selected as samples. From the north; 

Zones 1 and 3, from the southern part; Areas 15 and 19, from the eastern part; Regions 4 and 8, from the 

west; Regions 5 and 9, from the center; Regions 6 and 11 were selected. The questionnaires used in the 

research were the three standard questionnaires of autonomy motivation Hager et al. (2020), perception of 

autonomy support Black and Deci (2000) and fear of failure Conroy et al. (2002). The autonomy motivation 

questionnaire has 12 questions. The autonomy support perception questionnaire has 14 questions. The fear of 

failure questionnaire has 5 questions. A 5-point Likert scale was used to answer the questionnaires. The 

content validity of the questionnaires was confirmed by 9 sports management professors and the reliability of 

the questionnaires was determined by Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.88, 0.83 and 0.82 respectively. For 

data analysis, structural equation modeling was used using Spss and Lisrel software. 

 

Findings  

The table below shows the results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test to determine the significance of the data. 

The procedure for using statistical tests is based on the results of this table. 

Table 1- The results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test to determine the normal distribution of research data 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test show that because the significance level of the data is higher 

than 0.05, the data is normal, and for this reason, parametric tests and structural equation models were used. 

Also, in this table, the results of the average and standard deviation of the data are mentioned, the results 

show that the average of all variables are almost higher than the standard average . 

Table 2- Pearson correlation coefficient for correlation between variables 

 

Autonomy 

Support 

Autonomy 

Motivation 

Fear of Failure Variable 

0/89 0/97 1/14 Kolmogorov Smirnov 

0/31 0/14 0/09 meaningfulness 

3/64 3/49 2/71 average 

0/59 0/46 0/55 standard deviation 

384 384 384 Number of samples 

Number Correlation Meaningfulness Criterion Variable Predictor Variable 

380 0/65 0/001 Autonomy 

motivation 

Autonomy support 

380 -0/56 0/001 fear of failure Autonomy support 

380 -0/70 0/001 fear of failure Autonomy motivation 
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Based on the results of Table 2, the significance level is less than 0.01, so it can be concluded that there is a 

linear relationship between endogenous and exogenous variables. There is a negative correlation of -0.56 and 

-0.70 between autonomy support and autonomy motivation with fear of failure, and there is also a positive 

correlation of 0.65 between autonomy support and autonomy motivation. 

 

 

Figure 1. Model of standard coefficients of research variables 

 

Table 3- The results of the structural equation model analysis of the research 

Result Impact Factor T-Value Research Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 

verification 

0/51 8/94 The perception of autonomy support has an 

effect on students' autonomy motivation. 

Hypothesis 

verification 

-0/42 -6/49 The perception of autonomy support has an 

effect on the student's fear of failure. 

Hypothesis 

verification 

-0/54 -10/02 Students' autonomy motivation has an effect 

on students' fear of failure. 

Hypothesis 

verification 

-0/57 -3/16 Autonomy motivation has a mediating role in 

the relationship between the perception of 

autonomy support and students' fear of failure. 
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Based on the results of Table 3, the perception of autonomy support has a positive effect of 0.51 on students' 

autonomy motivation. The perception of autonomy support has a negative effect of -0.42 on the student's fear 

of failure. Students' autonomy motivation has a negative effect of -0.54 on students' fear of failure. The 

mediation coefficient is obtained from the product of the path coefficient between the independent-mediating 

variable and the path coefficient between the dependent-mediating variable. According to the mediation 

coefficient and its significance in the Sobel test; it can be claimed that autonomy motivation has a mediating 

role of -0.27 in the relationship between the perception of autonomy support and fear of failure of student. 

Discussion 

The results of the study showed that the standard coefficient between the perception of autonomy support 

with students' autonomy motivation and fear of failure is 0.51 and -0.42, respectively. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that the perception of autonomy support directly and positively affects students' autonomy 

motivation and negatively affects students' fear of failure. Therefore, the perception of autonomy support 

improves the autonomy motivation and fear of failure of male high school students. The results of this part of 

the study are consistent with the results of Schneider et al. (2020) who showed that perceived autonomy 

leads to improved motivation, attitude and mental norms of students, and also Sanchez et al. (2017) who 

showed that autonomy support is effective on students' fear of failure. 

The results of the study showed that the effect that the perception of autonomy support has indirectly and 

through the mediator variable of autonomy motivation on students' fear of failure is -0.27. Therefore, it can 

be concluded that autonomy motivation partially mediates the relationship between the variable of perceived 

autonomy support and students' fear of failure. In analyzing this research result, it can be said that the 

perception of autonomy support of physical education teachers by students leads to an increase in students' 

autonomy motivation and a decrease in their fear of failure, which in turn leads to an improvement in 

students' sports motivation, which ultimately leads to more students participating in physical activities. The 

results of this part of the research are in line with the results of Snyder et al. (2020), who showed that 

perceived autonomy through the mediation of autonomy motivation leads to improved students' motivation, 

attitudes, and mental norms, and Leptokarido et al. (2016), who showed that autonomy support in physical 

education classes is effective on students' fear of failure and leads to increased motivation levels. 

In analyzing the research findings, it can be said; the functional aspect of the supportive-autonomy 

climate from physical education teachers is that students feel that their behavior originates from themselves 

and not from external pressures and needs, which in turn leads to a reduction in fear and stress in students. In 

fact, the pressure felt from the teacher creates a higher fear of experiencing shame and embarrassment for 

students and leads to a fear of failure in them. Students need more support, especially from their physical 

education teachers, in dealing with situations of fear and anxiety. Since the autonomous support method 

minimizes the teacher's pressure and instructions and uses more of the students' opinions, the use of this 

support method has a great impact on reducing students' fear of failure. Poulamaki (2013) also believes that 

the teacher's behavior and power can affect the fear of failure in adolescents, and teachers can reduce 

students' fear and increase their sports performance accordingly by creating favorable conditions for students 

and using supportive behaviors. On the other hand, autonomy support by physical education teachers can be 

interpreted as part of the motivational climate in which activities take place, and it can be beneficial if there 

is a motivation from students to use this autonomy support. Autonomy support and students' motivation for it 

can increase students' intrinsic motivation, creativity, self-esteem, self-confidence, and sense of competence. 

It can be said that, in autonomy support behavior, the physical education teacher, who is in a position of 

power, while minimizing the use of pressure and command, takes advantage of the students' opinions and 

provides them with appropriate information and opportunities to choose, taking their feelings into account. In 

this type of behavior, students' freedom is supported and all of them are involved in the decision-making 

process. Therefore, in this environment, the pressure to choose a particular behavior is minimized and 

individuals are encouraged to pursue sports activities based on their goals and values, and to pursue their 

activities with less psychological pressure and more self-confidence. 
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Suggestions 

In the end, it is suggested that physical education teachers should provide conditions that give students 

choice and freedom in action, understand them in sports scenes and establish intimate relationships with 

them in order to meet their spiritual and psychological needs in general. The human needs of the students 

should be answered and in this way they would be successful in creating self-confidence and reducing the 

fear of failure in students. Trying to empower students in choosing and doing physical activities, 

participating in sports activities and accepting educational, sports, etc. responsibilities, so as to develop a 

sense of autonomy and, consequently, the student's internal motivation. Preparation of curriculums 

appropriate to students' learning abilities and academic interests, in such a way that the challenge with these 

assignments and overcoming them increases the students' sense of competence. 
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