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Multiple Goal Orientations as Predictors 
of Moral Behavior in Youth Soccer

Luke Sage and Maria Kavussanu
University of Birmingham

The purpose of this study was to examine task-, ego-, and social-goal orientations 
as predictors of prosocial and antisocial behavior in youth soccer. Participants 
were 365 male (n = 227) and female (n

 
= 138) youth soccer players (M

age
 = 13.4 

years, SD = 1.8), who completed questionnaires measuring task and ego orienta-
tion; the goals of social affiliation, social recognition and social status; prosocial 
and antisocial behavior; and demographics. Regression analyses revealed that 
prosocial behavior was predicted positively by task orientation and social affilia-
tion and negatively by social status. In contrast, antisocial behavior was predicted 
positively by ego orientation and social status and negatively by task orientation. 
Findings for task and ego orientation are consistent with previous work. Social-
goal orientations explained further variance in prosocial and antisocial behavior, 
and their inclusion in future moral research is encouraged. 

Sport provides an excellent opportunity for youths to exercise fundamental 
interpersonal skills. However, the prevalence of negative social behaviors (see 
Kavussanu, Seal, & Phillips, 2006; Kohn, 1986) might undermine potential benefits 
gained through social interaction in sport. Research concerned with moral issues in 
sport has primarily investigated achievement goals, which reflect individual differ-
ences in the criteria one tends to use to evaluate competence (Nicholls, 1989), as 
predictors of negative social behaviors such as faking an injury or trying to injure 
an opposing player (e.g., Kavussanu & Ntoumanis, 2003; Kavussanu & Roberts, 
2001). Social goals and positive social behaviors, such as helping an opponent off 
the floor or supporting a teammate after poor play, have received relatively little 
attention, perhaps because these goals are less directly linked to competence striv-
ing. The current study examined multiple goal orientations as predictors of both 
positive and negative social behaviors in youth soccer.

Social-cognitive theory of moral thought and action (Bandura, 1991) provides 
the framework for the moral variables investigated in this study. This theory is pri-
marily concerned with overt behavior; behavior is defined, in part, as moral based 
on its consequences for others (Bandura, 1991). Moreover, Bandura (1999) has 
differentiated between two dimensions of morality: proactive and inhibitive. The 
proactive dimension is manifested when one engages in behavior that benefits others 
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and is represented in this study by the term prosocial behavior. Prosocial behaviors 
are actions intended to help or benefit one or more people other than oneself (Batson, 
1998; Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). Helping an opponent off the floor or returning 
the ball to an opponent for a restart are examples of prosocial behavior in sport. 
Inhibitive morality is manifested when one refrains from engaging in behaviors 
that are detrimental to others. In this study the term antisocial behavior was used 
to refer to inhibitive morality: High levels of inhibitive morality are indicated by 
low levels of antisocial behavior. Antisocial behavior has been defined as behavior 
intended to harm or impair another (Sage, Kavussanu, & Duda, 2006). Sporting 
examples are deliberately fouling or injuring an opponent and diving to fool the 
referee. In this study the term moral behavior is used to refer to both prosocial and 
antisocial conduct. High levels of morality are manifested by engaging in prosocial 
behavior and refraining from engaging in antisocial action. Although prosocial and 
antisocial behaviors are conceptually opposite, initial findings indicate that they 
are unrelated (Sage et al., 2006). Thus, a simultaneous investigation of prosocial 
and antisocial behaviors is necessary to gain a full understanding of the range of 
social moral conduct that takes place in sport.

A social-cognitive approach that has been used to examine motivation in 
relation to morality in sport is achievement-goal theory (Nicholls, 1989). Achieve-
ment-goal theory provides the framework for the motivational variables examined 
in this study and centers on two orthogonal goal orientations, namely, task and 
ego. Ego orientation refers to the tendency to perceive competence and define suc-
cess relative to others, whereas task orientation refers to the tendency to perceive 
competence and define success relative to oneself. With regard to ego orientation, 
Nicholls (1989, p. 133) has stated that “a preoccupation with winning may well 
be accompanied by a lack of concern about justice and fairness.” Drawing from 
Nicholls’s theory, Duda, Olson, and Templin (1991) have proposed that because a 
task-oriented person is concerned with skill improvement, this individual is more 
likely to display rule compliance and fair play. For task-oriented individuals, efforts 
to advance skills through cheating or foul play would undermine the valued process 
of skill acquisition. Thus, task and ego orientation have been hypothesized to be 
differentially related to moral variables.

The hypothesized differential links between task and ego orientation and moral 
variables have been supported by empirical evidence. Specifically, ego orientation 
has been positively related to the endorsement of attitudes toward unsportsmanlike 
play (Duda et al., 1991), reported likelihood to aggress and approval of unsports-
manlike behavior (Dunn & Causgrove-Dunn, 1999), low moral judgment and 
intention (Kavussanu & Roberts, 2001), antisocial judgment and behavior (Sage et 
al., 2006), and low levels of sportspersonship (Lemyre, Roberts, & Ommundsen, 
2002). In contrast, positive relationships have been identified between task orienta-
tion and moral functioning (Kavussanu & Ntoumanis, 2003), as well as with the 
sportspersonship dimensions of respect for opponents, rules and officials, social 
conventions, and commitment to sport (Dunn & Causgrove-Dunn, 1999; Lemyre 
et al., 2002). Finally, task orientation has been shown to predict prosocial judgment 
at low levels of ego orientation (Sage et al., 2006).

Research on task and ego orientations has made a considerable contribution to 
our understanding of morality in sport. However, explaining behavior in achieve-
ment settings by task and ego orientations alone is incomplete because these goals 
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exclude the social definitions of success (Urdan & Maehr, 1995). Achievement-goal 
theorists have suggested that more than two goal orientations might operate in 
achievement contexts (e.g., Jarvinen & Nicholls, 1996; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980). 
For example, Maehr and Nicholls included a social-approval goal orientation in 
their initial conceptualization of achievement goals. Since then, there have been 
numerous calls for research on social goals to explain achievement behavior (Allen, 
2003; Jarvinen & Nicholls; Urdan & Maehr; Wentzel, 1993).

The goal orientations of social affiliation, social recognition, and social status 
have recently been identified as social goals pursued by girls in a physical education 
setting (Allen, 2003). A social-affiliation orientation reflects a focus on positive 
social experiences and developing reciprocal relationships and is exampled by 
individuals who feel things go well for them in their sport when they make friends, 
socialize, and enjoy their time with similar others. A social-recognition orientation 
reflects a focus on validating oneself through approval from others. Individuals 
adopting a social-recognition orientation feel things go well for them in sport when 
their ability and performance are recognized by others. Finally, social status ori-
entation reflects a focus on validating oneself through achieving popularity among 
peers. Individuals pursuing a social-status goal feel that things go well for them in 
sport when they are one of the popular players in the group. Whether motivated by 
developing relationships, gaining recognition from others, or becoming the most 
popular person on the team, all three social-goal orientations are likely to have an 
impact on sporting behavior (Allen, 2003).

Proposed effects of social-goal orientations on moral behavior are largely based 
on conjecture and links with similar concepts. The development of meaningful 
interpersonal relationships requires positive social interaction; therefore, individuals 
motivated by social affiliation are expected to interact prosocially to improve the 
quality of their relationships. Resultant friendships are regarded as a fundamentally 
moral phenomenon (Bukowski & Sippola, 1996), and, based on the writings of 
Aristotle, moral virtues are considered inherent in reciprocated relationships. More-
over, Eisenberg and Fabes (1998) consider prosocial behaviors to be of fundamental 
importance to the quality of social interactions. Finally, prosocial behaviors have 
been linked with constructs that facilitate the development of relationships, such 
as sociability (e.g., Silva, 1992) and social competence (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). 
Based on the aforementioned, we expected that social affiliation would positively 
predict prosocial behavior and negatively predict antisocial behavior in soccer. 

The role of the social recognition orientation in social moral behavior is 
ambiguous. Although there is a dearth of research pertaining to this construct, 
social recognition is thought to largely depend on perceptions of others’ approval. 
Urdan and Maehr (1995) have discussed a similar social-approval goal in relation 
to the values of the person from whom one seeks approval. Furthermore, perceived 
social approval from significant others has been related to the moral behavior of 
youth basketball players (Stuart & Ebbeck, 1995). Thus, social recognition per se 
might not predict social moral behavior because it is likely to be moderated by 
perceptions of what significant others deem appropriate behavior.

With regard to the social-status orientation, drawing on links between this 
goal and ego orientation (Duda, 1989; White & Duda, 1994), with both defining 
success in relation to others, it is proposed that the social-status orientation will 
parallel the effects of ego orientation and positively predict antisocial behavior. 
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Whether the objective is to be the most popular or the best player, both goals are 
concerned with gaining superiority over others when individuals are likely to do 
anything to achieve their objective, including engaging in antisocial behavior. 
Similar to the social-recognition goals, however, gaining social status on the team 
depends on the values of other individuals directly linked to the team, such as the 
coach and teammates, and antisocial behaviors might be inhibited if the group 
opposes such acts.

In spite of the general support for the hypothesized links between social-goal 
orientations and morality, empirical evidence from physical activity settings is 
scarce. To date, only one study has investigated the relationship between social goals 
and moral variables in a physical activity context. The social goals of friendship, 
peer acceptance, and coach praise have been examined in relation to intentions to 
engage in unsportsmanlike play (Stuntz & Weiss, 2003). Despite some overlap with 
Allen’s (2003) operationalization of social-goal orientations, the goals of friend-
ship, peer acceptance, and coach praise are distinct from those proposed by Allen 
and used in the present study. Friendship-oriented individuals define success in 
terms of having a close relationship with another individual. Individuals oriented 
by peer acceptance define success as gaining the liking or approval of a group of 
peers, whereas coach-praise-oriented individuals define success by gaining the 
approval of a coach (Stuntz & Weiss). Conceptually, the goals examined by Stuntz 
and Weiss focus specifically on individual affiliation, peer affiliation and approval, 
and coach approval.

Stuntz and Weiss (2003) found that the social goals of friendship, peer accep-
tance, and coach praise predicted intentions toward unsportsmanlike play above 
and beyond the contribution of task and ego orientations in a sample of physical 
education students. The findings differed for boys and girls. Specifically, girls 
oriented toward coach praise reported lower intention to engage in unsportsman-
like play when the team also disagreed with unfair play. For boys, friendship and 
peer-acceptance goals were positive predictors of intentions to engage in unsports-
manlike play toward an opponent across a variety of contexts. Although this study 
has made an important contribution to the literature, it is limited by its exclusive 
focus on negative moral variables (i.e., intentions to use unsportsmanlike play) in 
physical education settings. Accordingly, investigating social goals in relation to 
both prosocial and antisocial behaviors among male and female sport participants 
would extend the literature.

The current study examined the predictive effects of multiple goal orientations 
on moral behavior in youth soccer. Based on past research, task orientation was 
hypothesized to positively predict prosocial behavior (Dunn & Causgrove-Dunn, 
1999; Lemyre et al., 2002; Sage et al., 2006), whereas ego orientation was expected 
to positively predict antisocial behavior (Duda et al., 1991; Kavussanu & Roberts, 
2001; Sage et al., 2006). We hypothesized that social-affiliation orientation would 
positively predict prosocial behavior (see Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998) and that social 
status would positively predict antisocial behavior (Duda, 1989). With no supporting 
evidence from the literature, we made no predictions for the relationship between 
social-status orientation and prosocial behavior or social-recognition orientation 
and prosocial and antisocial behavior. Finally, based on previous research (Stuntz 
& Weiss, 2003) and the fact that the two sets of goals are conceptually distinct, 
we anticipated that social goals would predict moral behavior over and above the 
effects of task and ego orientations.
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In investigating the study purposes, we included three variables as covari-
ates, because past research has revealed relationships between these variables 
and various aspects of morality in sport. The first variable was soccer experience, 
operationally defined as years (i.e., seasons) of playing soccer. Years of experience 
(or number of seasons) in contact sports that include soccer have been positively 
linked to less mature moral reasoning, aggressive tendencies (Bredemeier, Weiss, 
Shields, & Cooper, 1986), perceived legitimacy of aggressive behavior (Conroy, 
Silva, Newcomber, Walker, & Johnson, 2001), and low levels of moral functioning 
(Kavussanu & Ntoumanis, 2003). The second variable was age, which has been 
positively linked to perceived legitimacy of aggression (Conroy et al.) and low 
levels of moral reasoning (Bredemeier, 1995). The final variable was sex: Males 
have been found to be higher than females in aggressive tendencies (Bredemeier, 
1994), unsportsmanlike attitudes (Duda et al., 1991), and perceived legitimacy of 
injurious acts (Duda et al.; Kavussanu & Roberts, 2001) and lower than females 
in indices of moral functioning (Kavussanu & Roberts) and prosocial behavior 
(Kleiber & Roberts, 1981). Thus, years of experience playing soccer, age, and sex 
were included in our main analyses.

Method

Participants

The study included 365 male (n = 227) and female (n = 138) youth soccer players 
from 30 school and club teams in the U.K. midlands. Participants’ ages ranged from 
11 to 18 years (M = 13.4, SD = 1.8). Most participants were White Europeans (n = 
292); the sample also included White non-Europeans (n = 6), Black Caribbeans (n 
= 23), Black Africans (n = 4), Asians (n = 10), and mixed (n = 18) and other races 
(n = 7). The remainder of the participants did not report their ethnic background 
(n = 5). Experience of playing competitive soccer ranged from 1 to 13 years (M 
= 4.8, SD = 2.4), and time spent playing soccer per week ranged from 1 to 25 hr 
(M = 3.6, SD = 2.8).

Procedure

Names and contact information for youth soccer clubs and school teams were 
obtained from a soccer development officer and the Internet. Preliminary letters 
were sent out to clubs and schools informing them of the study’s intentions, and 
subsequent phone calls determined interest in participation. Of the initial 50 teams 
that were approached, 30 participated in the study. Questionnaires were administered 
toward the middle of the season (October to January). One of the investigators or 
a research assistant visited the teams during a practice session and distributed and 
collected questionnaires from consenting participants. Teams with players under 
the age of 16 were sent parental-consent forms in advance of data collection; these 
were completed and returned before questionnaire distribution.

The questionnaire included an information sheet that encouraged honesty and 
explained that there were no right or wrong answers. Participants were also informed 
that questions needed to be completed individually and all answers would be kept 
confidential. The investigator or research assistant present addressed any queries. 
Questionnaires were completed in approximately 15 min and included sections on 
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demographics, goal orientations, and prosocial and antisocial behaviors. Questions on 
demographics always appeared first, but to avoid potential response bias the order of the 
remaining scales was counterbalanced throughout the printing of the questionnaires.

Measures

Task- and Ego-Goal Orientation.  Task- and ego-goal orientations were measured 
using the Perception of Success Questionnaire (Roberts, Treasure, & Balague, 
1998), which consists of 12 sport-specific items that start with the stem “When 
playing soccer I feel most successful when. . . .” The scale includes two six-item 
subscales measuring task orientation (e.g., “I show clear personal improvement” 
and “I perform to the best of my ability”) and ego orientation (e.g., “I beat other 
people” and “I outperform my opponents”). Participants responded on a Likert scale 
anchored by the scores of 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). In this study, 
mean scores for the two subscales were calculated separately by adding scores for 
related items and dividing by 6 (i.e., the number of items). The Perception of Success 
Questionnaire has demonstrated high internal consistency with alpha coefficients 
of .88 for both the task and ego scales (e.g., Roberts et al., 1998). 

Social-Goal Orientations.  The 15-item Social Motivational Orientation scale 
for sport (Allen, 2003) was used to assess participants’ degrees of social affiliation 
(seven items), social recognition (four items), and social status (four items). For 
the purpose of this study, items were slightly amended to be specific to the con-
text of soccer. The stem for each item was “I feel things have gone well in soccer 
when. . . .” An example of a social-affiliation item is “I make some good friends in 
the team.” A social-recognition item is “I receive recognition from others for my 
accomplishments,” and a social-status item is “I belong to the popular group in the 
team.” Participants indicated their degree of agreement with each item on a 5-point 
Likert scale anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). Total scores 
were divided by the number of items from each subscale to calculate a mean score. 
Satisfactory alpha coefficients have been reported for social-affiliation (α = .87), 
social-status (α = .86), and social-recognition dimensions (α = .77; Allen, 2003).	

Moral Behavior.  Prosocial and antisocial behaviors were assessed using a measure 
expanded from a previous study (Sage et al., 2006) that measured the frequency 
of social moral behaviors during a soccer season. Because behavior was measured 
with a questionnaire, the term refers to reported rather than actual behavior. Based 
on discussions with players, officials, and soccer experts (involved in competitive 
soccer for more than 15 years), a list of behaviors that fulfilled the guiding definitions 
of prosocial and antisocial acts was drawn up. As stated earlier, prosocial behaviors 
were defined as actions intended to help or benefit others, whereas antisocial 
behaviors were defined as actions intended to harm or disadvantage others. Previous 
items were expanded on to include a greater diversity of behaviors. The updated 
list was distributed to 21 independent judges who had extensive knowledge and 
expertise in soccer or psychological measures. Definitions of prosocial and antisocial 
behavior were provided, and judges were asked to classify each of the behaviors 
as prosocial, antisocial, or neither. This is a typical procedure recommended for 
assessing content validity in scale development (Haynes, Richard, & Kubany, 1995; 
John & Benet-Martinez, 2000).
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From a pool of 25 items, the final list comprised 8 prosocial behaviors and 
13 antisocial behaviors. With the exception of one item that was dropped in sub-
sequent analysis (i.e., “asking the referee not to book or send off an opponent”), 
a full list of the items is presented in Table 1. On the questionnaire, prosocial and 
antisocial items were randomized to control for order effects. Participants were 
asked to indicate the frequency in which they engaged in the 21 behaviors during 
the current season. This is consistent with the way moral and prosocial behaviors 
have been measured in previous research (e.g., Eisenberg et al., 2002; Kavussanu & 
Ntoumanis, 2003; Kavussanu & Roberts, 2001; Ommundsen, Roberts, Lemyre, & 
Treasure, 2003; Sage et al., 2006). Participants responded to the stem “How often 
did you engage in the following behaviors this season?” and responses were made 
on a 5-point Likert scale with the choice of responses being 1 (never), 2 (rarely), 
3 (sometimes), 4 (often), and 5 (very often). Each subscale was scored separately 
by adding responses on each item and dividing by the number of items on each 
subscale.

Soccer Experience.  Soccer experience was measured by a single item that asked 
each participant how many years he or she had been playing competitive soccer. 
Similar single-item measures have been used in past research (Bredemeier et al., 
1986; Conroy et al., 2001; Kavussanu & Ntoumanis, 2003).

Results

Scale Analyses

Exploratory Factor Analysis.  A Principal-axis factor analysis using varimax 
rotation (because the factors were uncorrelated) was conducted on the 21 prosocial- 
and antisocial-behavior items. Before performing factor analysis, the suitability of 
the data was checked and at .9 it exceeded the recommended Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
value of .6 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001), thus indicating sampling adequacy. In 
all analyses, the minimum factor loading was set at .40. Originally, four factors 
emerged with eigenvalues greater than 1. Eigenvalues were 6.80, 2.43, 1.27, and 
1.09 for factors 1, 2, 3, and 4, respectively. All antisocial items loaded on Factor 
1; one prosocial item (i.e., asking the referee not to book or send off opponent) 
also loaded on this factor but was eliminated from all subsequent analyses because 
it clearly was a problematic item. Factor 2 contained 4 prosocial items, whereas 
Factors 3 and 4 contained only one item each (prosocial in both cases) with loading 
above .40. When only one variable loads on a factor the factor is poorly defined 
(Tabachnick & Fidell). In addition, inspection of the scree plot revealed the pres-
ence of two major factors. For the previous two reasons, we accepted a two-factor 
model and conducted a second Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) using 20 items 
and specifying two factors. In this analysis, all antisocial items loaded on Factor 1, 
which accounted for 33% of the variance (eigenvalue = 6.61). All prosocial items 
loaded on Factor 2 which accounted for 12% of the variance (eigenvalue = 2.34). 
Factor loadings of this analysis are presented in Table 1.

Confirmatory Factor Analysis.  Having established a two-factor solution for the 
prosocial- and antisocial-behavior scale using EFA, we conducted Confirmatory 
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Table 1  Descriptive Statistics and EFA and CFA Factor Loadings 
for Prosocial and Antisocial Behaviors (N = 365)

EFA CFA
Item M SD 1 2 1 2 Uniqueness
 1. Deliberately hitting or 		
	 kicking an opponent 1.72 1.04 .76 .77 .63

2. Pushing an opponent from  
	 behind 2.02 1.11 .75 .75 .67

3. Intentionally elbowing an 	  
	 opponent 1.67 1.01 .72 .74 .68

4. Trying to injure an opponent 2.07 1.18 .71 .73 .68

5. Deliberately committing a  
	 bad tackle 1.94 1.02 .71 .71 .70

6. Retaliating for a bad tackle 2.36 1.21 .71 .70 .71

7. Deliberately obstructing  
	 (i.e., body checking) an   
	 opponent 2.25 1.10 .69 .68 .75

8. Diving to fool the referee 1.77 1.15 .67 .67 .75

9. Trying to get an opponent  
	 booked 1.91 1.16 .67 .67 .74

10. Shirt pulling 2.08 1.09 .64 .63 .80

11.Winding up (physically or  
	 verbally taunting) an  
	 opponent 2.39 1.23 .61 .59 .81

12. Deliberate handball 1.49 0.86 .56 .55 .83

13. Faking an injury 1.58 0.96 .55 .53 .85

14. Helping an opponent off the  
	 floor 3.07 1.18 .56 .63 .76

15. Apologizing to an opponent  
	 after fouling him or her 3.41 1.12 .53 .54 .82

16. Congratulating an opponent  
	 on good play 3.35 1.18 .49 .40 .89

17. Congratulating a teammate  
	 on good play 4.46 0.81 .43 .44 .92

18. Returning ball to opponent  
	 for a throw in, free kick 3.86 1.18 .42 .46 .92

19. Supporting a teammate after  
	 his or her poor play 3.80 0.89 .42 .40 .94

20. Kicking the ball out of play  
	 if an opponent is injured 3.25 1.30 .41

Note. EFA = exploratory factor analysis; CFA = confirmatory factor analysis.
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Factor Analysis (CFA) using EQS version 6.1 (Bentler & Wu, 2002) to test the 
hypothesized two-factor model. Conducting CFA after EFA with the same data is 
a logical progression in scale development. The more stringent CFA offers greater 
tenability of the factor structure by forcing cross-loadings to be zero, accounting 
for measurement error, and producing modification indices, as well as indices of 
overall model fit to the data (Kline, 1994).

Because there is diversity in opinion on the best index of overall fit used in 
CFA (Hoyle & Panther, 1995), a few different fit indices were used in this study to 
evaluate the CFA solution. The Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square test (χ2), the robust 
comparative-fit index (CFI), the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) 
and its 90% confidence interval (CI), and the standardized root-mean-square residual 
(SRMR) were used. A good model fit is indicated by a nonsignificant chi-square, 
although it is well known that chi-square is highly dependent on sample size, and 
in large enough samples, substantively trivial discrepancies between the sample 
covariance matrix and the fitted-model covariance matrix can lead to rejections of 
an otherwise satisfactory model (Hu & Bentler, 1995). Therefore, the use of other 
fit indices is essential. The CFI varies on a continuum of 0 to 1, and values greater 
than .90 and .95 typically reflect acceptable and very good model fits, respectively. 
An RMSEA of less than .05 represents a close fit, whereas values less than .08 
represent a reasonable fit; the lower bound of the 90% CI of the RMSEA should 
include the value of .05 (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). Finally, values of the SRMR 
that are less than .10 are considered favorable (Kline, 2005).

As indicated earlier, based on the results of the EFA, a two-uncorrelated-factor 
model was specified and tested using CFA. All prosocial-behavior items were speci-
fied to load on one factor representing prosocial behavior, whereas all antisocial-
behavior items were specified to load on a second factor representing antisocial 
behavior. Given that the normalized estimate of Mardia’s coefficient of multivariate 
kurtosis was high (46), the robust maximum-likelihood estimation method was 
used. This method produces more accurate standard errors, chi-square values, and 
fit indices when the data are not multivariate normally distributed (Bentler, 1995; 
Bentler & Wu, 2002) as was the case in this study. The ratio of sample size to free 
parameters in the model was approximately 8:1, exceeding the minimum ratio of 
5:1 recommended by Bentler and Wu (2002). The hypothesized two-factor struc-
ture resulted in a less than adequate model fit: Satora-Bentler scaled χ2 (170, N = 
365) = 384.28, CFI = .87, RMSEA = .06, 90% RMSEA CI = .05–.07, SRMR = 
.08. Examination of the standardized residuals and the Langrange Multiplier test 
suggested that deleting one item (i.e., kicking the ball out of play if an opponent is 
injured) would result in significant improvements in model fit. CFA without this 
item resulted in a satisfactory model fit: Satora-Bentler scaled χ2 (152, N = 365) = 
306.29, CFI = .90, RMSEA = .05, 90% RMSEA CI = .04–.06, SRMR = .07. All 
parameter estimates were significant and are presented in Table 1. As can be seen 
in this table, the antisocial behavior factor included 13 items, while the prosocial 
behavior factor included six items. These items were used to compute scores for 
antisocial and prosocial behavior, respectively.
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Internal Reliability

Internal-reliability values for the measures used in this study were satisfactory and 
are presented in Table 2. All scales had internal consistencies above the recom-
mended level of .7 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994) except for prosocial behavior, 
which marginally fell below this criterion.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Analyses

Descriptive statistics for all variables are presented in Table 2. Most soccer players 
reported that they “sometimes” to “often” engaged in prosocial behavior during the 
current season and, on average, they had “rarely” engaged in antisocial behavior. 
Mean scores for motivational variables were high for task-orientation and social-
affiliation, moderately high for social-recognition, and moderate for ego and 
social-status orientations. Table 2 also presents correlations among all variables. 
Prosocial behavior was positively correlated with task, social-affiliation, and social-
recognition orientations, whereas antisocial behavior was positively associated with 
ego and social-status orientations.

Regression Analyses

The purpose of the current study was to investigate multiple goal orientations as 
predictors of prosocial and antisocial behavior in soccer. This purpose was examined 
using hierarchical-regression analyses. Before we ran the analyses, we examined the 
residual scatter plots to determine whether the assumptions of normality, linearity, 
and homoscedasticity underlying regression analysis were met (see Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2001). All assumptions were met for prosocial behavior. In the case of anti-
social behavior there was slight heteroscedasticity in the data and slight deviation 
from normality, but these were not deemed substantial enough to warrant further 
screening. In addition, the Durbin–Watson statistic (Durbin & Watson, 1971) was 
computed to examine the independence-of-residuals assumption. This statistic 
indicated independence of the residuals for both prosocial and antisocial behavior, 
d = 1.87 for prosocial behavior and d = 1.64 for antisocial behavior. 

Step 1 of the regression analyses controlled for the effects of age, soccer 
experience, and sex. Sex was dropped, however, in the final analyses because it 
was found to be nonsignificant in predicting prosocial and antisocial behavior 
(see Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). For the same reason, analyses were 
not conducted separately by sex. Steps 2 and 3 were reversed for each dependent 
variable. Specifically, ego and task orientations were initially entered in Step 2 of 
the regression analysis, followed by social-goal orientations in Step 3. Then social 
orientations were entered in Step 2, followed by task and ego orientations in Step 
3. Reversing Steps 2 and 3 allowed us to examine the effects of each set of goal 
orientations after controlling for the effects of the other set of goal orientations. 
In addition, interaction effects were examined between task-, ego-, and the three 
social-goal orientations following guidelines by Aiken and West (1991). These 
analyses revealed no significant interaction effects. Results are available from the 
first author. 
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Prosocial Behavior.  Results for the prediction of prosocial behavior are presented 
in Table 3. In Step 1, age negatively predicted prosocial behavior and together with 
soccer experience explained 4% of its variance. When task and ego orientations 
were entered in Step 2, task orientation was a positive significant predictor, and 
the two goals explained an additional 7% of the variance in prosocial behavior. 
At Step 3, social affiliation was a positive predictor, whereas social status was a 
negative predictor, of prosocial behavior. The social-goal orientations accounted 
for a further 11% of unique variance in prosocial behavior.

In the second set of analyses (see lower half of Table 3) social goal orientations 
were entered before task and ego orientations. All three social orientations 
emerged as significant predictors of prosocial behavior. Social affiliation and social 
recognition positively predicted prosocial behavior, whereas social status was a 
negative predictor. The three social-goal orientations explained 17% of the variance 
in prosocial behavior. When entered in Step 3, task and ego orientations combined 
did not significantly predict prosocial behavior and explained only 1% of the variance 

Table 3  Hierarchical Regression of Prosocial Behavior on Multiple 
Goal Orientations (N = 365)

Variable B B 95% CI β t Δ R2

Step 1 .04**
	 age –.06 –.10 < > –.02 –.18 –3.18**
	 soccer experience –.01 –.04 < > .03 .03 –0.46
Step 2 .07***
	 task .33 .21 < > .45 .29 5.26***
	 ego –.06 –.15 < > .03 –.07 –1.30
Step 3 .11***
	 social affiliation .40 .28 < > .52 .38 6.45***
	 social recognition .06 –.01 < > .17 .07 1.00
	 social status –.18 –.27 < > –.09 –.25 –4.07***
R2 Total .22***

Steps 2 and 3 From Above Reversed

Step 1 .04**
	 age –.06 –.10 < > –.02 –.18 –3.18**
	 soccer experience –.01 –.04 < > .03 –.03 –0.46
Step 2 .17***
	 social affiliation .44 .33 < > .56 .42 7.46***
	 social recognition .10 .00 < > .20 .11 1.98*
	 social status –.20 –.28 < > –.11 –.27 –4.70***
Step 3 .01
	 task .15 .02 < > .28 .14 2.33*
	 ego –.02 –.12 < > .09 –.02 –0.34
R2 Total .22***

Note. ∆ R2 = R2 unique to each step. R2 total F (7,357) = 12.90. CI = confidence interval.

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 



Multiple Goal Orientations and Moral Behavior    429

over and above the effects of social goal orientations. Overall, the motivational 
variables moderately predicted prosocial behavior and explained 18% of its variance, 
with the social orientations being more influential than task and ego orientations. 

Antisocial Behavior.  Table 4 presents the results of the regression analyses con-
ducted to examine predictors of antisocial behavior. Soccer experience emerged 
as a significant predictor indicating that the longer the participants had been play-
ing competitive soccer, the more frequently they reported engaging in antisocial 
behaviors. Soccer experience, together with age, explained 4% of the variance 
in antisocial behavior; age did not significantly predict antisocial behavior. Task 
orientation was a negative predictor and ego orientation a positive predictor of 
antisocial behavior; together they explained 7% of the variance. Social-goal ori-
entations accounted for an additional 3% of unique variance in antisocial behavior. 
Of the three social orientations, however, only social status was a significant and 
positive predictor of antisocial behavior.

Table 4  Hierarchical Regression of Antisocial Behavior on Multiple 
Goal Orientations (N = 365)

Variable B B 95% CI β t ∆R2
Step 1 .04**
	 age .01 –.04 < > .06 .02 0.42
	 soccer experience .06 .03 < > .10 .18 3.21***
Step 2 .07***
	 task –.19 –.34 < > –.04 –.14 –2.50*
	 ego .28 .17 < > .39 .28 4.92***
Step 3 .03**
	 social affiliation –.09 –.25 < > .06 –.07 –1.18
	 social recognition –.08 –.22 < > .07 –.07 –1.07
	 social status .20 .09 < > .31 .22 3.49***
R2 total .14***

Steps 2 and 3 From Above Reversed
Step 1 .04**
	 age .01 –.04 < > .06 .02 0.42
	 soccer experience .06 .03 < > .10 .18 3.21***
Step 2 .07***
	 social affiliation –.14 –.29 < > .01 –.11 –1.88
	 social recognition –.02 –.14 < > .11 .02 –0.28
	 social status .26 .16 < > .37 .30 4.88***
Step 3 .03**
	 task –.12 –.29 < > .04 –.09 –1.49
	 ego .21 .08 < > .34 .21 3.17**
R2 Total .14***

Note. ∆R2 = R2 unique to each step. R2 total F(7, 357) = 7.38. CI = confidence interval.

*p < .05, **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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In the second set of analysis, social-goal orientations were entered into the 
regression equation at the second step, followed by task and ego orientations at the 
third step (see lower half of Table 4). When entered before task and ego orienta-
tions, social goals explained 7% of the variance in antisocial behavior. Task and ego 
orientations accounted for an additional 3% of unique variance in Step 3, but the 
effects of task orientation when entered in this step became nonsignificant. In total, 
the motivational variables explained 10% of the variance in antisocial behavior. The 
most important predictors were ego orientation and social-status orientation.

Discussion
The motivation of moral behavior in sport has been investigated in past research 
using achievement-goal theory to predict primarily negative social variables (e.g., 
Kavussanu & Roberts, 2001; Stephens, 2000, 2001). The current study proposed 
that extending this line of work to include social goal orientations and positive 
social variables would advance our understanding of morality in youth soccer. 
The different predictors identified for prosocial and antisocial behavior and the 
low correlation between the two factors highlight the importance of examining 
both aspects of moral behavior in sport and are consistent with previous work in 
this area (Sage et al., 2006). 

Predicting Prosocial Behavior

The hypothesis stated that task orientation would positively predict prosocial 
behavior and was supported by the present findings. This is consistent with past 
research, which has reported links between task orientation and positive variables 
such as sportspersonship (e.g., Dunn & Causgrove-Dunn, 1999; Lemyre et al., 
2002). Explanations of why task orientation predicts positive sporting behavior 
center on the use of self-referencing criteria to evaluate competence and the value 
of the activity as an end in itself (Nicholls, 1989). Individuals motivated by their 
improvement at soccer should play fairly. Prosocial behaviors in this study, however, 
extend beyond fairness to actions that benefit opponents or teammates.

Despite a lack of supporting evidence, we offer speculation on potential reasons 
for the link between prosocial behavior and task orientation. Prosocial acts toward 
opponents (e.g., returning ball to opponent, helping an opponent off the floor) or 
teammates (e.g., supporting a teammate after his or her poor play) can maintain 
continuity of play and sustain concentration on the task. They might also generate 
a mutual respect that buffers against antisocial behavior and distractions from the 
task at hand. Furthermore, prosocial behavior toward teammates and opponents 
should provide a supportive environment for learning and group development, both 
conducive to the fulfillment of task-oriented goals.

The hypothesis that social affiliation orientation would positively predict pro-
social behavior was also supported. Athletes motivated by social affiliation strive 
to establish mutually satisfying relationships. Prosocial behaviors help establish 
social bonds between two or more people by benefiting the recipients. Once a social 
bond has been established, the beneficiary of the prosocial behavior might be more 
likely to reciprocate this action, thereby strengthening the bond and initiating the 
development of a friendly relationship that benefits both athletes. Thus, players 
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wishing to develop mutually satisfying relationships in soccer are more likely to 
achieve this goal through prosocial behaviors such as congratulating or apologiz-
ing to teammates or opponents. Promoting positive relationships creates the type 
of supportive environment that helps optimize individual and collective potentials 
(Ryan, Deci, & Grolnick, 1995). These findings support the notion that friendship 
and morality are closely linked (Bukowski & Sippola, 1996) and suggest that 
encouraging these relationships would benefit sport participants. 

Social status was negatively related to prosocial behavior. Youth soccer 
players who are motivated by their relative popularity in the team are seemingly 
less likely to engage in behaviors that will benefit others. An explanation for this 
finding is that being seen to engage in behaviors that benefit opposition players, 
such as apologizing to or helping an opponent, could be perceived as detrimental 
to the team and potentially jeopardize the instigator’s team status. Furthermore, 
prosocial behaviors toward teammates could be evaluated as weakness among peers 
in the soccer environment and are unlikely acts among individuals who compete 
with their fellow players for status. How prosocial behaviors are viewed in soccer 
largely depends on the specific group norms that are prevalent within each team, 
as well as the wider soccer culture. These group norms or moral atmosphere might 
moderate the effects of the social-status goal on prosocial behavior. Although the 
precise mechanisms by which social-goal orientations might influence prosocial 
behavior remain speculative, an important finding is that even after accounting for 
the effects of age, soccer experience, and task and ego orientation, social orienta-
tions explained additional variance in these behaviors.

Predicting Antisocial Behavior

The hypothesis stated that ego orientation would predict antisocial behavior and was 
supported even after controlling for the effects of soccer experience. This finding 
is in line with studies of negative dimensions of morality that have consistently 
linked ego orientation to attitudes toward unsportsmanlike play (e.g., Duda et 
al., 1991), low levels of moral functioning (e.g., Kavussanu & Ntoumanis, 2003; 
Kavussanu & Roberts, 2001; Ommundsen et al., 2003), and antisocial judgment and 
behavior (Sage et al., 2006). Nicholls has stated that “when winning is everything, 
it is worth doing anything to win” (1989, p. 133). The win-at-all-costs mentality, 
characteristic of ego-oriented individuals, corresponds to behaviors that will disad-
vantage opponents. Consequently, soccer players motivated by gaining superiority 
over others are more likely to push, pull, elbow, hit, kick, foul, or cheat in order 
to achieve their objectives.

Task orientation negatively predicted antisocial behavior after controlling for 
soccer experience. This is consistent with previous research (Kavussanu & Ntou-
manis, 2003) that has revealed a negative relationship between task orientation and 
antisocial behaviors such as rule breaking and lying to an official. The negative 
effect of task orientation on antisocial behavior might be explained by the atten-
tion placed on self-referenced improvement. Task-oriented players might avoid 
behaviors that distract attention from the type of game play that ultimately leads 
to individual progress. Focusing on fouling, injuring, provoking, or obstructing 
opponents can have adverse consequences on game play by diverting concentra-
tion away from skills such as passing, control, clean tackling, positioning, and so 
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on. Although task orientation predicted antisocial behaviors, its effects were weak 
and ego orientation was more influential in this study.

In line with our hypothesis, social-status orientation positively predicted anti-
social behavior and explained unique variance above the effects of soccer experi-
ence and task and ego orientation. These findings parallel previous work (Stuntz & 
Weiss, 2003) that revealed that a peer-acceptance orientation predicted intentions 
toward unsportsmanlike play in youth males. Mirroring the effects observed with 
prosocial behavior, it is likely that youth soccer players who focus on being popular 
in the team might engage in antisocial behaviors toward opponents as a means of 
improving their within-group status. Being perceived as tough is generally valued 
in the context of soccer, and antisocial behaviors such as hitting, kicking, pushing, 
injuring, or elbowing an opponent might be valued as tough acts by peers.

The Importance of Social Goal Orientations

A revealing feature of the current study is the predictive effects of social-goal 
orientations on social moral behavior and in particular prosocial behavior. Social 
goals explained unique variance in moral behavior even after controlling for age, 
soccer experience, and task and ego orientations. The effect of social-affiliation 
and -status goals on morality, beyond the contribution of task and ego orientation, 
supports the findings of male athletes on a previous study (Stuntz & Weiss, 2003). 
Furthermore, it is worth noting that when social-goal orientations were entered into 
the regression equation first, the effect of task orientation on prosocial and anti-
social behavior became nonsignificant. Social-goal orientations play an important 
role in explaining the nonperformance variables of moral behavior and further our 
understanding of motivation in youth sport.

The only social goal that failed to predict the moral variables over and above 
task and ego orientation was social recognition. The role of social-recognition goals 
in moral behavior is complex because gaining recognition from others depends 
on the approval or disapproval of the respective behavior by the instigators of the 
feedback (coaches, parents, teammates, and opposition). When significant others 
approve antisocial behavior, youth sport participants are more likely to engage in 
antisocial behavior (Stuart & Ebbeck, 1995). Similarly, when significant others 
approve prosocial behavior, this might subsequently be the likely mode of conduct. 
This dependence on others’ approval or disapproval of moral behavior might explain 
why social recognition, in the absence of known social moral values of significant 
others, did not account for unique variance in prosocial and antisocial behavior 
beyond the effects of task and ego orientation.

Another potential explanation for the fact that social recognition did not account 
for unique variance in behaviors, in comparison with the social status, is the dif-
ferent reference points of social agents for the two social goals. Specifically, items 
assessing social status refer to the “in crowd,” the popular group, and the players. 
The important social agents are teammates, friends, and peers. In contrast, three 
of the four items assessing social recognition include a broader range of social 
agents referred to by the term others. It is possible that social recognition did not 
predict unique variance in prosocial and antisocial behaviors in the current study 
because of this broader reference point. Future research should examine whether 
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social recognition specifically sought from teammates and peers predicts behaviors 
in the context of youth soccer.

Applied Implications
The findings of this study have several implications for promoting prosocial behav-
ior and decreasing antisocial behavior in soccer. To promote prosocial behavior 
significant others such as coaches, parents, and sport psychologists should encour-
age primarily task- and social-affiliation orientations and, to a lesser degree, a 
social-recognition orientation. In their interactions with players during practices 
and games, coaches should focus on skill mastery, recognize the efforts of every-
one on the team, and provide opportunities for cooperation among players. Such 
practices will facilitate the development of task orientation in athletes. Similarly, 
parents and all significant others involved in the athletes’ sport experience need to 
teach youngsters to value learning and individual skill improvement. To encourage 
social-affiliation orientation, the soccer context should be structured to allow play-
ers to interact with each other and develop friendships. Time can be allocated for 
social interaction before, during, and after practice, as well as outside the soccer 
environment. Finally, social recognition can be promoted by giving positive feed-
back and recognizing good performance.

To minimize antisocial behavior in soccer, significant others should try to 
suppress ego and social-status orientations. Coaches and other sport practitioners 
should avoid recognizing the accomplishments of only the best players and favor-
ing some players over others and should refrain from punishing players for their 
mistakes. The orientation toward social status could be discouraged by treating 
everyone as equal and devaluing social rankings and cliques. Finally, team-building 
activities could be employed to emphasize squad and club unity. Overall, increasing 
the likelihood of players’ focusing on task- and social-affiliation orientations and 
suppressing ego and social status orientations should facilitate prosocial behavior 
and discourage antisocial behavior in soccer.

Limitations of the Study and Directions 
for Future Research 

This study revealed some key findings and provided evidence for the importance 
of social-goal orientations on prosocial and antisocial behavior in soccer, although 
there are some limitations that could be addressed in future research. One shortcom-
ing is the cross-sectional nature of the study which restricts conclusions regarding 
cause-and-effect relationships. A second limitation involves the reliability of the 
prosocial-behavior measure, which was below the generally accepted level of .70. 
Although the relatively small number of items might in part be responsible for the 
relatively low alpha (Cortina, 1993), the findings involving the prosocial-behavior 
measure should be interpreted with caution. Future studies should attempt to identify 
a set of prosocial behaviors that reflect suitable levels of internal consistency.

A third limitation concerns the results of factor analyses. Specifically, the 
EFA and CFA solutions of the prosocial- and antisocial-behavior scales were 
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obtained from the same sample. Thus, there is a risk of capitalizing on chance by 
producing solutions that might not be generalized to other samples (MacCallum, 
Roznowski, & Necowitz, 1992). Future studies should cross-validate the present 
findings with independent samples. Even though our model achieved a satisfactory 
CFI of .90, Hu and Bentler (1999) have proposed that values close to .95 indicate 
a good model fit. Thus, there is potential for improvement in the fit indices of our 
model. In addition, the original EFA revealed three lower order factors for prosocial 
behavior with eigenvalues greater than 1. Although two of these factors comprised 
only one item and were therefore disregarded, these findings suggest that prosocial 
behavior might consist of more than one factor. Future research should employ a 
greater number of items to measure prosocial behavior and explore the presence 
of other dimensions.

Future research could also explore other social goals such as social welfare 
(Urdan & Maehr, 1995), social solidarity, or social compliance (Weiss & Smith, 
2002) and expand contemporary work on achievement-goal theory (e.g., Elliot & 
McGregor, 2001) by including approach and avoidance dimensions to the task-, 
ego-, and social-goal orientations. Moreover, examining social-recognition goals 
with teammates, friends, and peers as the reference point might reveal stronger 
effects of these social goals on moral behavior. Moral atmosphere, team norms, and 
motivational climate could also be examined to explore the complexity of interac-
tion effects that might exist among these variables and task-, ego-, and social-goal 
orientations. Finally, the development of a heuristic framework of prosocial and 
antisocial behavior could help explain greater variance in these variables.

Conclusion
Research examining motivation in relation to moral behavior in sport has primar-
ily focused on negative moral variables using task- and ego-goal orientations. The 
current study extended this line of work by revealing the unique effects of social-
goal orientations, above and beyond the contribution of task and ego orientations 
on prosocial and antisocial behavior. Developing new friendships and establishing 
status on the team might influence youth soccer players’ social-moral behaviors. 
Including social-goal orientations broadens our understanding of the complex 
motivational processes that take place in sport. The current findings have impor-
tant implications for sport practitioners who are interested in promoting prosocial 
behavior and eliminating antisocial behavior from the context of youth soccer.
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