
WHY? A QUESTION BEHIND EVERY OUTCOME FINALLY ANSWERED 

 

Rebeka Prosoli, Renata Barić, Martina Jurković 

University of Zagreb, Faculty of Kinesiology, Croatia 

 

ABSTRACT 

Purpose: Attribution theories investigate the reasons behind the outcomes in order to understand the 

processes people use to describe what caused the behavior (Aronson, Wilson & Akert, 2002). The goal 

of this study was to investigate how athletes from different sports explain the reasons behind their most 

and least successful performance in sport. Furthermore, we investigated how these reasons differ 

between success and failure, male and female athletes, as well as individual and group sports.  

Methods: The sample was composed of 194 student-athletes from the Faculty of Kinesiology, University 

of Zagreb. We used Weiner attribution model and Croatian version of CDS II scale (McAuley, Duncan 

& Russell, 1992).  

Results: The athletes in this study made attributions that were more internal, stable and personally 

controllable for success than for failure, which is in line with previous studies (Hamilton & Jordan, 2000). 

Furthermore, female athletes attributed their failures significantly more to internal factors than did male 

athletes. There were no differences in making attributions between individual and team sport athletes. 

When analyzing the reasons stated by the athletes, we concluded that over 55% of the reasons for both 

successes (59%) and failure (56%) were connected with mental preparation. 

Conclusions: These results can help further understand athlete’s perceptions about the reasons 

connected with their success and failure and the value of the mental preparation in sport performance.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In order to develop and improve the athlete's individual ability, it is essential to explain and understand 

their past successes and failures as well as the reasons behind them (Allen, Jones & Sheffield, 2009). 

It is especially important to understand the athlete’s perception because it can determinate their behavior 

in similar future situations, influence their emotions, motivation, expectations of future success etc. This 

is why attribution research is extremely useful in a sports context.  Attribution theories investigate the 

reasons behind the outcomes in order to understand the processes people use to describe what caused 

their own or other people’s behavior (Aronson, Wilson & Akert, 2002) as well as the effect that these 

different interpretations can have on person’s future expectations, emotions, performance, effort, self-

confidence, motivation etc. We use attributions to identify possible causes of the outcomes and because 

our strong need to explain, understand and predict behavior. We can also use them to justify our 

procedures, feel better or present ourselves in a better light. There are numerous theories which are 

trying to explain how and why people make attributions since this was the favorite area of experimental 

research in social cognition between the 1960s and 1970s and the “hot topic” in sports psychology soon 



after that (Biddle, 1999; Rogers, 2003). It is still considered as an extremely important theoretical field 

which has considerable value in the applied, especially sports, settings. 

 

In 1985., Weiner developed distinction of the causes based on characteristics in their background and 

suggested three attribution dimensions: locus of causality, stability, and controllability. Locus of causality 

refers to person's belief about whether the reason is inside or outside of the person. When the attribution 

is internal, people tend to believe that the reasons are coming inside of them while people with external 

attributions believe that the causes of the outcomes are coming from outside of them (destiny, luck, 

other people etc.) Stability refers to the temporal nature of the causes which can be stable or unstable 

and controllability refers to the degree of control which can be related to the cause (Cox, 1998). In later 

studies conducted by McAuley, Duncan & Russell (1992) the controllability dimension was divided into 

personal and external, and those were the dimensions used in our research. Several studies 

investigated differences in attributions between winners and losers as well as successful and 

unsuccessful performances in sport and concluded that winners tend to make more internal, stable and 

personally controllable attributions than losers (McAuley & Gross, 1983; Tenenbaum & Weingarten, 

1983; Hanrahan & Biddle, 2008). De Michele, Gansneder & Solomon, (1998) in their study on wrestlers, 

concluded that winners make more internal, stable, personally and externally controllable attributions 

than losers. In the study, similar to ours, Hamilton & Jordan (2000), concluded that athletes tend to make 

more internal, stable and controllable attributions for their best performances than for their worst 

performances. Furthermore, Furst & Santamaria (1994) showed the differences in the same directions 

but only on the locus of causality and personal controllability dimensions. There are some suggestions 

that attributions can differ with regard to age, gender and type of sport (White, 1993; Beyer, 1998; 

Hanrahan & Cerin, 2009) but other studies didn’t confirm these findings (Hanrahan & Biddle, 2008; 

Hamilton & Jordan, 2000; Hanrahan & Gross, 2005). Because of that, the goal of this study was to 

investigate how student athletes explain the causes of their most and least successful performance in 

their sports career and do these reasons differ for success and failure, between male and female 

students and with regard to the type of sport (individual vs. group). 

 

METHODS 

This study was conducted on 194 students from Faculty of Kinesiology, the University of Zagreb in May 

2015.  The average age of the participants was 21 years (min=20; max=27). There were 117 male (60 

%) and 77 female (40 %) athletes from individual (37 %) and team (63 %) sports. In order to measure 

attributions that student-athletes made for their most and least successful competition performances, 

we used Causal Dimension Scale (CDS-II; McAuley, Duncan & Russell, 1992) translated into Croatian. 

This scale is based on Weiner’s model of attributions (1985) and measures 4 attributional dimensions: 

locus of causality, stability, personal and external controllability. In total, the scale has 12 questions, 3 

for each dimension. Participants gives their answers on a bipolar scale ranging from 1 to 9 so results on 

each dimension can range from 3 to 27. Higher values represent more internal, stable and controllable 

attributions. Cronbach α coefficient of the subscales in previous studies was: locus .60-.71, stability.66-

.68, personal controllability .72-.90 and external controllability .71-.92. In our study, participants firstly 



had to fill several demographic questions (gender, age, type of sport) and then they were asked to recall 

the most and least successful competition performance of their career. After that, they had to shortly 

describe the main reason they believe have led to this outcome. (e.g. “Please try to remember the 

competition in which you had your most successful performance. In the space below please enter what 

you think is the main reason for your success in this competition.”). Than they filled the CDS-II 

questionnaire twice according to the reasons they wrote: once for their most successful and once for 

their least successful competition performance. The instructions were based on previous studies which 

also used most and least successful performances (Furst & Santamaria, 1994). 

 

RESULTS 

Firstly, we analyzed athletes’ answer to a question about the reasons for their most and least successful 

performance. The frequency of reasons was counted separately for success and failure and the answers 

were divided into several categories. Some of the athletes wrote down more than one reason so we 

analyzed all of them. Results (Table 1) show that 59 % of the reasons can be categorized as mental 

preparation, 24 % can be categorized as physical preparation, 8% are related to effort, 5 % of the 

reasons are related to support from others (coach, teammates…), 1 % are to good luck and 3 % can be 

categorized as other reasons. For the least successful competition performance, 56 % of the reasons 

can be categorized as mental preparation, 11 % as lack of support/pressure from others, 10 % were 

related to fatigue/injury/sickness, 9 % were about physical preparation, 3 % were connected to having 

a bad day, 2 % to inexperience and 9 % of the reasons can be categorized as other.  

 

Table 1. Reasons for the most and least successful competition performance stated by the athletes (N=194)  

 

REASONS FOR SUCCESS N REASONS FOR FAILURE N 

Physical preparation 61 Anxiety, stress  54 

Motivation                  49 Lack of concentration 34 

Self-confidence             35 Pressure/ lack of support from others  24 

Concentration             22 Lack of/ bad physical preparation  19 

Effort             20  Lack of self-confidence  16 

Feeling relaxed              14 Lack of motivation  15 

Emotion control                  18 Other  16 

Support from others 13 Fatigue   12 

Mental preparation               7 Injury/sickness  10 

Other (not so strong opponents) 6 Lack of luck/ bad day 7 

Luck/good day              3 Not enough effort 5 

  Inexperience 4 

  Mental preparation   3 

    

    

 

Earlier studies (Furst & Santamaria, 1994), which also used most and least successful performances, 

pointed out the deviations from normal distributions on attribution subscales and this was confirmed in 

our study as well. Because of that, we used non-parametric tests for our analysis. In order to investigate 

whether student athletes make different attributions for their most and least successful performances, 



we used nonparametric Wilcoxson test of matched pairs. The results (Table 2) showed a significant 

difference on three out of four dimensions of attribution: locus of causality, stability, and personal control. 

Participants in this study made more internal, stable and personally controllable attributions for their 

most successful performance than for their least successful performance. These results confirm our 

original hypothesis.  

 
Table 2. Descriptive statistics and results of Wilcoxson test of matched pairs for attribution dimensions 
 

      Success                           Failure   
 

  

      M   SD   M   SD     Z p 
Locus 21,366 4,430 16,994 5,211 -8,339 , 000 
Stability 15,309 4,931 10,170 4,683 -9,005 , 000 
Personal control 21,097 4,904 16,886 6,062 -7,819 , 000 
External control 11,788 5,998 11,659 5,940 -,745 , 456 

 

Within the second research problem, we examined whether athletes make different attributions 

according to their gender and type of sport. Results (Table 3) of non-parametric Mann-Whitney U-test 

showed that there was a significant difference only on the locus of causality for the least successful 

performance between male (M=16,418; SD=4,801) and female (M=17,870; SD=5,699) athletes. These 

results suggest that female athletes made more internal attributions for their failures than did male 

athletes. There were no significant differences between male and female athletes on other dimensions 

nor between individual and group sports on any dimension.  

 

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and results of Mann-Whitney U-test for locus of causality/ failure dimension according 
to gender of the participants 
 

 Gender N MR M SD U Z P 
 

  Locus for 
  failure 

M 117 90,64 16,418 4,801    3702,000 -2,104 ,035       

 F 77 107,92 17,870 5,699      

         
 

DISCUSSION 

There have been several arguments about different percentages of mental, physical, tactical in technical 

preparation and their importance in comparison to one another. Some authors (Krane & Williams, 2006) 

stated that coaches and athletes believe that at least 40 % to 90 % of success in sports is due to mental 

factors, especially for the high-level competitors when they are all prepared and ready. Although the 

exact percentages can be argued about, there is no doubt that it is very important for the athletes to be 

mentally, physically, technically and tactically ready to achieve their full potential. Based on the results 

of our study, we can conclude that the athletes (who are also the future coaches) believed mental 

preparation was the most frequently stated reason behind their most and least successful performances. 

This is not the evidence that mental preparation is more important than physical, but these results clearly 

show us how athletes think and what they possibly need. If we consider the fact that mental preparation 

is still not so broadly used in Croatia, we can conclude that it is extremely important to start including 

this part of the preparation in athletes’ everyday training. Sports psychology offers tools and training 

methods in all of the areas stated by athletes, as well as much more.  



 

Furthermore, we wanted to examine whether athletes make different attributions for their most and least 

successful performances. The results of this study confirmed the hypothesis as well as results of 

previous studies (Hamilton & Jordan, 2000) because athletes made more internal, stable and personally 

controllable attributions for their most successful than for their least successful performance. 

Furthermore, when we analyze the arithmetic means of the attribution subscales, we can conclude that, 

although there was a significant difference on the locus of causality dimension, the athletes made 

internal attributions for both success and failure. They also made stable attributions for success and 

unstable for failure as well as personally controllable and externally less controllable attributions for both 

outcomes. It is considered more desirable for sports performers to make stable, controllable, and global 

attributions following competition success, and unstable, controllable, and universal attributions 

following competition failure (Allen, Jones & Sheffield, 2009) and this way of making attributions is 

confirmed in our study. However, considering the internal/external dimension of attribution, the results 

of previous studies are not so clear. Generally, it has been found that success is usually internalized 

and failure externalized (Hamilton & Jordan, 2000). On the other hand, Grove, Hanrahan & McInman 

(1991) found that competitors attributed outcomes to internal factors regardless of whether winning or 

losing outcomes occurred, which was also confirmed in our study. This means that athletes tend to take 

responsibility for both their successes and failures although it can be potentially harmful to their self-

esteem (Hewstone, 1998). However, it is possible that dimensions of stability and controllability help 

them preserve their self-esteem and the expectation of success in the future. Athletes in our study 

indeed believed that their success was more stable than their failure which is considered desirable and 

can lead to expectancies of success in the future (Weiner,1985; 2000). Furthermore, our participants 

believed they have control over their outcomes in both situations which are considered desirable in 

sports situations (Allen et.al.2009).  

 

Research analyzing effects of gender on attributions in both non-sport and sports situations has 

produced conflicting data. Although some sports studies found no gender differences (Morgan, Griffin 

& Heyward, 1996; Mark, Mutrie, Brooks, & Harris, 1984; Hanrahan & Gross, 2005), some 

(e.g.White,1993) found differences in several dimensions. In our study, females made more internal 

failure attributions than males which are in line with some non-sport studies  (D’Amico, Baron & Sissons, 

1995).  

 

In their study, Hanrahan & Cerin (2009) concluded that individual sports athletes made more internal, 

stable and global and less externally controllable attributions for positive events and more internal 

attributions for negative events than team sports athletes. Tenenbaum & Weingarten (1983) found that 

attributions from winners and losers from both individual and team sports were the same. Our result is 

in line with these findings because there was no difference between athletes participating in individual 

and team sports.  

 

 



CONCLUSION 

The aim of this study was to investigate how student athletes explain the causes of their most and least 

successful performances and how these reasons differ for success and failure, between male and 

female students and according to the type of sport (individual vs. group). The results showed that over 

55% of the reasons for both successes (59%) and failure (56%) were connected with mental preparation. 

Furthermore, athletes made more internal, stable and personally controllable attributions for their 

success than for failure which is in line with previous studies in this area. Female athletes made more 

internal attributions for their failure than male athletes, but there were no differences between male and 

female athlete on other attribution dimensions nor between athletes participating in individual and team 

sports. These results are extremely useful in further investigating the area of attributions in sport and 

understanding the athletes' perceptions about the reasons they believe have led to the greatest success 

as well as the greatest failure in their sports career. Considering that these perceptions can influence 

their self-esteem, motivation, emotional reaction, the expectation of success in the future etc. it is 

important for all the people involved in athletes preparation, as well as the athletes themselves, to 

acknowledge and understand them.  
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