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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

According to the OPTIMAL theory,
creating a rich learning environment
requires three fundamental factors that
coaches should incorporate into their
training sessions (Wulf &Lewthwaite,
2016). The first factor, external focus of
attention (Wulf, 2013), suggests that
coaches should direct athletes’ attention to
external cues during practice (Wulf,
2013). For example, in the soccer kicking
skill, an athlete can focus on the ball’s
trajectory or the goal. The second factor,
autonomy support (Wulf et al., 2018),
improves motor learning by granting
learners choice (e.g., selecting the number
of feedback or even the color of the ball

Commons

during practice). The third factor,
enhanced expectancies (Parma et al.,
2024; Simpson et al., 2020), is another
motivational component, involving the
reinforcement of positive performance
expectations in learners.

Enhanced expectancies have been
implemented in various ways in different
studies (Parma et al., 2024; Simpson et al.,
2020). For  example, enhanced
expectancies can be provided as feedback
following successful attempts (Goudini et
al., 2018) or through large versus small
visual illusions (Shahbaz et al., 2024).
Moreover, it has been examined by using
easier criteria for success (lwatsuki &
Regis, 2020; Parma et al., 2023). Research
has also investigated the effects of
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manipulating success criteria (easy versus
difficult) on motor learning and
performance across various tasks,
including golf putting (Ziv et al., 2019,
2021), visuomotor adaptation (Trempe et
al., 2012), timing tasks (Chiviacowsky &
Harter, 2015), overarm throws (lwatsuki
& Regis, 2020), soccer kicking task
(Mousavi & Iwatsuki, 2021), dart
throwing (Ong et al, 2015), and
shuffleboard (Parma et al., 2023).

Furthermore, while some studies used a
control group in their experimental
designs when manipulating enhanced
expectancies (Mousavi & lwatsuki, 2021),
others did not (Ilwatsuki & Regis, 2020).
Given the importance of a control group in
experimental study designs to determine
the effects of training interventions
(Pithon, 2013), it is essential to include a
control group when examining enhanced
expectancies as an easy success criterion
for a task. Therefore, researchers need to
investigate this motivational variable in
various sports tasks, skill levels, and types
of enhanced expectancy manipulations,
using control groups, rigorous
methodology, and adequate sample sizes,
to better understand and generalize the
optimal motor learning theory across
diverse sports contexts. In summary, the
present study aimed to examine the effects
of enhanced expectancies through
manipulating success criteria (easy versus
difficult) in the soccer kicking skill on
motor learning, intrinsic motivation, and
self-efficacy among novice adult women.
This study, which included two success
criterion conditions (easy and difficult)
along with a control group, sought to
determine whether the effect of enhanced
expectancies on motor learning is positive

or negative. Based on the OPTIMAL
theory and previous research (Palmer et
al., 2016; Mousavi & Iwatsuki, 2021;
Mousavi et al., 2022), it was hypothesized
that practice under easy success criteria
would improve motor learning, intrinsic
motivation and self-efficacy.

Materials and Methods

Participants

In this study, 60 novice adult female (mean
age = 21.22 years, SD = 1.54 years) were
recruited. The study was approved by the
Motor Behavior and Sport Psychology
group at Shahid Chamran University of
Ahvaz and conducted in accordance with
the principles of the Helsinki Declaration.
Prior to the study, all participants signed
an informed consent form. Inclusion
criteria were: 1- being a beginner in soccer
kicking skill (no prior participation in
soccer competitions); 2- physical and
mental health at the time of participation
(self-reported);  3-  right-footedness,
determined by the dominant foot for
kicking a soccer ball. Exclusion criteria
included: 1- occurrence of any injury
during the study; 2- expressing a desire to
discontinue participation at any time.
Soccer kicking Task

A standard leather soccer ball (size 4,
circumference: 64 cm, weight: 400 g) was
used indoors for this study. Participants
were required to kick the ball from 8
meters toward designated target areas on
the wall. Targets were divided into three
zones with the following dimensions:
Zone 1: 150 x 50 cm; Zone 2: 100 x 50
cm; Zone 3: 50 x 50 cm. Scoring was
based on accuracy: hitting Zone 3 equaled
3 points, Zone 2 equaled 2 points, Zone 1
equaled 1 point, and a miss (hitting no
zone) equaled O points. All scores were
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recorded based on visual assessment by
the researchers.

Questionnaires

Intrinsic Motivation Scale

To measure participants’ intrinsic
motivation, the Intrinsic Motivation Scale
developed by McAuley et al. (1989) was
used. Based on the aim of the present
study, three subscales were examined:
interest/enjoyment, perceived
competence, and effort/importance.
Self-Efficacy Scale

The self-efficacy measure, initially
introduced by Bandura (2006), is
adaptable to various tasks and measures an
individual’s confidence in performing
skills  under specified conditions.
Participants rated their confidence for each
task on a scale from 0 (not at all confident)
to 100 (completely confident).

Procedure

Participants were first informed that they
could earn 0-3 points for each attempt. In
the pre-test phase, participants performed
12 soccer kicking attempts. They were
then randomly assigned to three groups: 1-
relatively easy success criterion; 2-
relatively difficult success criterion; 3-
control group. During the practice phase,
participants performed 60 attempts
organized into 5 blocks of 12 attempts
each, with a 2-minute rest after each block.
The pre-test and practice phases were
conducted on the first day, and the
retention test, consisting of 12 attempts,
was conducted on the second day. In the
pre-test and retention phases, all
participants  received no  specific
instructions or feedback and were only
asked to try to perform the soccer shooting
task accurately toward the wall targets.
During the practice phase, participants
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received different instructions depending
on their experimental group: in the
relatively easy success criterion group,
participants were told before each block
that scoring above 2 equaled a successful
attempt. In the relatively difficult success
criterion group, participants were told that
only scoring 3 equaled a successful
attempt. In other words, scoring above 2
was considered the easy criterion, whereas
scoring 3 was considered the difficult
criterion (Iwatsuki & Regis, 2020). In the
control group, no specific instructions
were given; participants were only asked
to kick the ball toward the wall targets
according to the task protocol. At the end
of day one, all participants completed the
intrinsic motivation scale. The self-
efficacy scale was completed three times:
before the first practice block, before the
last practice block, and before the
retention test.

Findings

Soccer kicking Accuracy

Practice Phase

A mixed ANOVA (3 experimental groups
x 5 practice blocks) with repeated
measures on the dependent variable soccer
kikcing accuracy during practice showed a
significant main effect of blocks (F(4, 228)
=3.59, p = 0.007, partial n*> = 0.059). The
main effect of groups was also significant
(F(2,57)=11.22, p = 0.0001, partial n*> =
0.28). However, no significant interaction
effect was observed (p > 0.05). Bonferroni
post-hoc tests indicated that all three
experimental groups significantly
improved performance during the practice
phase (all p < 0.05). However, the
relatively easy success criterion group
performed significantly better than both
the relatively difficult success criterion

Sport Psychology Studies, Volume 14, No 53, 2025



The Effect of Enhanced Expectancy on Motor Learning... 4

(mean difference = 3.60; p = 0.0001) and
control groups (mean difference = 2.76; p
= 0.003). No significant difference was
observed between the relatively difficult
success criterion and control groups (p >
0.05).

Retention Phase

A one-way ANOVA showed a significant
difference between the three groups in
soccer shooting accuracy during the
retention test (F(2, 57) = 5.16, p = 0.009,
partial n> = 0.15). Bonferroni post-hoc
tests indicated that the relatively easy
success  criterion  group  showed
significantly greater motor learning
improvement compared to the relatively
difficult success criterion (mean difference
=3.95; p=0.01) and control groups (mean
difference = 3.45; p = 0.03). No significant
difference was observed between the
relatively difficult success criterion and
control groups (p > 0.05).

Intrinsic Motivation

Kruskal-Wallis  tests indicated no
significant differences between groups on
any of  the three subscales
(interest/enjoyment: H(2) = 0.19, p =0.91;
perceived competence: H(2) = 0.31, p =
0.85; effort/importance: H(2) = 2.88, p =
0.23).

Self-Efficacy

A mixed 3 (group) x 3 (time) ANCOVA,
with pre-test scores as a covariate,
revealed a significant effect of the
covariate (F(1, 56) = 32.47, p = 0.0001,
partial n* = 0.36). The effect of time was
significant (F(1, 56) = 10.92, p = 0.002,
partial n* = 0.16). However, the main
effect of groups was not significant (F(2,
56)=2.30,p =0.10, partial > = 0.07), and
the group x time interaction was also not

significant (F(2, 56) = 1.19, p = 0.31,
partial n?> = 0.04). In other words, all three
experimental groups reported similar
levels of self-efficacy.

Conclusion
The aim of this study was to examine the
effects of manipulating enhanced

expectancies through relatively easy and
relatively difficult success criteria on
motor learning in novice adult women
during the soccer kicking skill. The study
also examined how these motivational
variable influences learner’s intrinsic
motivation and self-efficacy. Results
indicated that in both practice and
retention phases, training under a
relatively easy success criterion, compared
to the relatively difficult success criterion
and control group, led to improved motor
learning and performance. However,
manipulating enhanced expectancies did
not significantly increase intrinsic
motivation or self-efficacy among
learners. In conclusion, results indicated
that in both practice and retention phases,
training with a relatively easy success
criterion led to improved motor learning
and performance, compared to training
with a relatively difficult criterion and
control group. However, no significant
differences were observed between groups
in intrinsic motivation or self-efficacy.
These findings may have practical
implications for coaches in both sports and
educational settings. Coaches, particularly
in soccer skills, can provide instructions
that simplify skill criteria, thereby creating
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a better learning environment for learners
and facilitating the process of learning and
performing motor skills.

Key Words: Enhanced expectancy,
relatively easy criteria, relatively difficult
criteria, motor learning
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