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Although we know from research that achievement motivation is related to individuals’ ideas
about how good they are at an activity, we know less about the components that predict
these task-specific ability self-perceptions. Given their demonstrated motivational power, it
would be useful to know what sub-component physical and psychological skills feed into
individuals’ sport-specific ability self-perceptions. A sample of 323 female and 143 male
adult tennis players filled out questionnaire measures assessing their perceived tennis abil-
ity, United States Tennis Association (USTA) rating, self-perceptions of seven tennis shots
(e.g., forehand, serve), perceived physical competencies, and perceived psychological compe-
tencies. Regression analyses showed that age, USTA rating, Perceived Tennis Shot Abilities,
perceived confidence and achievement motivation, and perceived strategy knowledge signif-
icantly predicted players’ Perceived Tennis Ability. The results highlight the importance of
including perceived psychological abilities in measures of perceived athletic and sport-specific
competence.

An important component of achievement motivation is one’s sense of being able to do
the task (Bandura, 1977; Eccles et al., 1983; Harter, 1990). An individual’s perceived ability
plays an integral role in the motivation theories of numerous researchers (e.g., Bandura, 1977;
Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; Harter, 1990; Roberts & Duda, 1984) and support for these theoretical
perspectives has been found in the cognitive, social, and athletic domains. Although we know
from research that achievement motivation is related to individuals’ ideas about how good they
are at an activity, we know less about the components that predict these task-specific ability
self-perceptions—components that coaching and instruction can likely enhance. In this paper,
we first review the self-concept literature related to the components that predict individuals’
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ability self-perceptions and then investigate predictors of perceived ability in a sample of adult
athletes.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON ABILITY SELF-PERCEPTIONS
IN THE ATHLETIC DOMAIN

Most researchers (Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998; Fox, 1998; Harter, 1990; Marsh,
1994; Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton, 1976) hypothesize that self-concept is multidimensional,
consisting of self-perceptions in different domains (e.g., cognitive, social, physical). These the-
orists also suggest that it is one’s sport-specific perceived ability that is important for motivation
within a particular sport. Given the demonstrated motivational power of this particular ability
self-perception, it would be useful to know what sub-component physical and psychologi-
cal self-perceptions feed into individuals’ perceived sport-specific ability. Such knowledge
would then help coaches and instructors to work with athletes in maintaining or improving the
self-perceptions ultimately related to motivation and achievement.

Researchers (e.g., Eccles & Harold, 1991; Harter, 1985) interested in achievement behav-
iors in the athletic domain often measure perceived athletic (i.e., sport) competence by having
participants rate how good they are at sports and how they compare to others. This research
has furthered our knowledge by demonstrating that self-concept is domain-specific and that
self-perceptions in different domains relate to different affective and behavioral outcomes.
However, these types of scales do not tell us about the sub-component beliefs that underlie
both domain-specific (e.g., athletic) and sport-specific (e.g., tennis) ability self-perceptions. It
is likely that self-perceptions concerning a variety of skills will predict people’s sport-specific
perceived ability (Fox & Corbin, 1989; Shavelson et al., 1976). Some researchers (Bandura,
1994; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002) have investigated broad predictors, such as past performance
and social learning; however, little research has investigated empirically the specific aptitude
self-perceptions that predict sport-specific perceived competence, as well as the relative im-
portance of each of these different perceived aptitudes.

Unlike measures of perceived physical ability (e.g., Fox & Corbin, 1989; Lintunen, 1987;
Ryckman, Robbins, Thornton, & Cantrell, 1982), in which participants rate themselves on
several specific abilities (e.g., running, strength, agility), measures of perceived athletic ability
(e.g., Eccles & Harold, 1991; Harter, 1985) rarely assess participants’ self-perceptions of the
specific abilities that contribute to overall perceived athletic competence. Some researchers
(Allen & Howe, 1998; Feltz & Brown, 1984) have modified Harter’s (1982) perceived athletic
competence measure to pertain to a specific sport (e.g., soccer, field hockey), rather than to
sports in general. Researchers have chosen the measure’s level of specificity based on whether
their research questions concern general perceived athletic ability or sport-specific perceived
ability. However, sport-specific perceived ability measures that are modified versions of Harter’s
(1982) scale also do not ask participants about specific skills and competencies that might pre-
dict their sense of ability in the particular sport. Instead, the word “sports” in each of the items
on Harter’s scale is changed to the name of the specific athletic activity being studied. Therefore,
despite the greater specificity of the theoretical construct, the measure of the construct does not
tap into more specific components. In contrast, researchers in the area of self-efficacy (i.e., ex-
pectancies concerning future performance) have asked participants about their self-perceptions
of the quite specific skills related to a sport, such as particular field hockey skills (Weigand &
Stockham, 2000) and apparatus-specific gymnastic performances (McAuley, 1985).

Researchers interested in understanding the origins of athletes’ sport-specific perceived
ability can adopt some of the measurement specificity found in self-efficacy research. By
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doing so, researchers will be able to understand the components that predict individuals’ sport-
specific perceived competence. Therefore, one needs to ask players about their ability on quite
specific tennis skill components as well as about how good they think they are at tennis in
general. According to many self-concept models (e.g., Fox & Corbin, 1989; Marsh, Richards,
Johnson, Roche, & Tremayne, 1994), one’s sense of tennis competence likely relates to ability
self-assessments of specific physical skills needed for the sport (e.g., serve, forehand, back-
hand) as well as general physical capabilities (e.g., strength, endurance). These components of
perceived tennis ability may be weighted differently by different players and at different times;
however, we can gain a new, and perhaps more valid, understanding of the origins of individual
differences in sport-specific perceived ability by measuring athletes’ self-perceptions of the
many component aptitudes likely to influence performance.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL SKILLS AS PREDICTORS
OF SPORT-SPECIFIC PERCEIVED ABILITY

A focus on athletes’ perceptions of their physical competencies, however, ignores the impor-
tance of self-perceptions of psychological capabilities related to success in sports. Numerous
researchers (e.g., Crocker & Graham, 1995; Gould, Dieffenbach, & Moffett, 2002; Williams &
Krane, 2001) have recognized and demonstrated the importance of psychological skills for ath-
letic performance. Coaches and sport psychologists spend a substantial amount of time helping
athletes monitor and improve the psychological skills necessary for successful outcomes. It is
highly likely, therefore, that athletes’ self-perceptions of their psychological skills contribute
not only to their actual performance, but also to their perceived ability in a particular sport.
Psychological factors, however, have received little attention in the sport ability self-concept
literature.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Of particular interest in the current study is the importance of self-perceptions of psycho-
logical abilities for tennis players’ perceived competence. Several theoretical models (e.g.,
Fox, 1998; Shavelson et al., 1976) and measures of perceived ability and self-efficacy in the
physical and athletic domains (e.g., Fox & Corbin, 1989; Marsh et al., 1994; Ryckman et al.,
1982) suggest that athletes’ perceptions of their physical abilities will be the most important
predictors of their sense of sport-specific perceived competence. Therefore, this study is an
attempt to discover if self-perceptions of psychological aptitudes are also important predictors
of sport-specific perceived ability. With such knowledge, we will then be able to help players
improve or maintain the specific predictors of perceived tennis ability that ultimately relate to
performance and achievement.

Previous research has shown that sport ability self-perceptions may be influenced by both
gender (Roberts & Duda, 1984) and age (Ebbeck, 1994; Sonstroem, Speliotis, & Fava, 1992).
Therefore, when investigating what specific components predict individuals’ perceived athletic
ability, these distal predictors need to be added as control variables. In addition, theory (Eccles
et al., 1983) and research (Ebbeck, 1994) demonstrate that actual ability likely affects perceived
ability; therefore, skill level should also be controlled for in predictive models in order to get
an estimate of the unique contributions of perceived physical and psychological skills.

In addition, the current study will expand our knowledge of the origins of individuals’ sport-
specific perceived ability by investigating the self-perceptions of adult recreational athletes.
Much previous work (e.g., Allen & Howe, 1998; Feltz & Brown, 1984; Weiss, Bredemeier, &
Shewchuk, 1986) has explored children’s and adolescents’ sport self-concept; however, less
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research (e.g., Ebbeck, 1994; Sonstroem et al., 1992) has been conducted on the sport-related
self-perceptions of adults. Information about the predictors of adults’ self-competence in sports
may help program directors, instructors, and coaches structure athletic programs that are most
beneficial to adults’ perceived ability and thus serve to keep them interested and involved in
health-promoting physical activities.

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 323 female and 143 male adult tennis players who participated in
United States Tennis Association (USTA) USA Leagues at 15 different tennis facilities in the
southeastern Michigan area. Of 584 surveys distributed, 466 were completed and returned,
representing a response rate of 80%. Ninety percent of the participants were White, 4% were
African American, 3% were Asian American, and 2% were Hispanic. One percent of the
sample did not indicate their race/ethnicity. Participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 74 years, with
a mean and median age of 44 years.

Measures

Perceived Tennis Ability
In order to measure Perceived Tennis Ability, two items were utilized and a mean score was

computed for each subject. Participants first rated their tennis capability on a 7-point scale (1 =
not that good, 7 = excellent). They were asked, “Taking into account all the personally relevant
physical, social, and mental capabilities involved in the game, how good are you at tennis?”
Therefore, this item was worded in a manner to ensure that all subjects were interpreting the
question the same way in that they were taking into account any and all personally salient
factors. This was done to increase the face validity and construct validity of the measure.

A separate item asked participants to rate on a 7-point scale (1 = not that good, 7 =
excellent) how good they are at tennis compared to others in their USA Tennis league. In this
way one item concerning Perceived Tennis Ability relied on social comparison and one did not
necessarily do so. A Pearson Product Moment correlation showed a strong correlation between
the two items (r = .56, p < .001). Other researchers (e.g., Eccles & Wigfield, 1995; Jackson,
Kimiecik, Ford, & Marsh, 1998; Ommundsen & Vaglum, 1991) have also asked subjects to rate
their ability using an item relying on social comparison and an item not necessarily contingent
on social comparison and have then averaged the scores to arrive at an overall measure of
perceived athletic or sport-specific ability.

USTA Rating
All participants had been rated by a certified USTA teaching professional or had had their

USTA Rating verified by a trained professional in order to participate in USA League play.
USTA tennis ratings are on a 1.5 to 7 scale, with 1.5 being a complete novice and 7 being
a world class tennis player. USA Tennis Leagues tend to range from the 2.5 level to the
5.0 level. Ratings are based on tennis abilities such as shot placement, consistency, power,
and use of spins. Ratings are also influenced by individual win/loss records, so that players
who consistently win or lose at a specific USTA level by a large margin have their USTA
rating increased or decreased by league professionals so as to compete at a more appropriate
competitive level. Thus, USTA Rating is a relatively objective measure of tennis ability. Players
reported their USTA rating at the end of the questionnaire.
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Perceived Physical Competencies
In order to assess perceived physical competencies, we used a modified version of the

50-item Sutherland and Marsh (1982) instrument, the Physical Ability and Self-Description
Scale. Sutherland and Marsh (1982), and Marsh and Redmayne (1994) discovered that the
instrument resulted in six physical self-concept scales: Physical Appearance, Physical Ability,
Strength, Balance, Flexibility, and Endurance. Thus, this measure, unlike other perceived
physical competence instruments (e.g., Fox & Corbin, 1989; Lintunen, 1987; Ryckman et al.,
1982), assesses subjects’ self-perceptions of four distinct physical capabilities (i.e., strength,
balance, flexibility, endurance) relevant for athletic activities. Incorporating athletes’ self-
assessments of these four physical competencies into data analyses, therefore, provides a
clearer view of what specific physical competencies relate to one’s sense of tennis ability.
The measure also includes what Sutherland and Marsh termed a “physical ability” subscale,
which primarily contains items related to liking and being good at sports (e.g., “I hate sports,”
“I am good at sports”). Participants responded to each statement on a 6-point scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicated higher perceived ability. For
the purpose of this study on sport ability self-perceptions, the Physical Appearance subscale
was not included and the wording was modified on Physical Ability items to be appropriate
for the adult sample.

Perceived Tennis Shot Abilities
In order to assess players’ perceptions of tennis-related physical skills rather than more

general physical competencies, participants responded to statements concerning the quality
and effectiveness of seven of their tennis shots (i.e., forehand groundstroke, return of serve,
volleys, backhand groundstroke, serve, overhead smash, lob). They rated each item on the
same 6-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree) used to assess
Perceived Physical Competencies. For example, participants rated their level of agreement
to the statements: “My serve is one of my strengths;” and “I have a very good forehand
groundstroke.” To create a composite indicator of Perceived Tennis Shot Abilities, the mean
score was computed for each player, with higher scores indicating higher Perceived Tennis
Shot Abilities. Criterion validity of the measure was established by computing its correlation
to players’ USTA rating—a relatively objective measure of skills specific to tennis. A Pearson
Product Moment correlation demonstrated adequate criterion validity for the Perceived Tennis
Shot Abilities measure (r = .58, p < .001).

Perceived Psychological Competencies
We assessed perceived psychological competencies using a modified version of Smith,

Schutz, Smoll, and Ptacek’s (1995) Athletic Coping Skills Inventory-28. This measure requires
athletes to respond on a 4-point scale (0 = almost never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = often, 3 = almost
always) to 28 items regarding psychological skills. Higher scores indicated higher perceived
competence. Smith et al. (1995) found support for a 7-factor model: 1) Coping with Adversity
(e.g., “When things are going badly, I tell myself to keep calm, and this works for me”),
2) Peaking under Pressure (e.g., “To me, pressure situations are challenges that I welcome”),
3) Goal Setting/Mental Preparation (e.g., “I set my own performance goals for each practice”),
4) Concentration (e.g., “When I’m playing tennis, I can focus my attention and block out
distractions”), 5) Freedom from Worry (e.g., “I worry quite a bit about what others think of my
performance”), 6) Confidence and Achievement Motivation (e.g., “I don’t have to be pushed to
practice or play hard: I give 100%;” “I feel confident that I will play well”), and 7) Coachability
(e.g., “If a coach/instructor criticizes me, I correct the mistake without getting upset about it”).
Each factor consisted of four items.
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Based on informal discussions with tennis players and coaches concerning psychological
factors that relate to successful performance, for the present study four items concerning
Strategy Knowledge appeared important to include and were therefore added to the inventory.
Strategy Knowledge statements were: 1) “I’m able to play well because I have a good sense
of strategy;” 2) “If I’m not doing well in a sport, I don’t really know what to change or what
to do;” 3) “I have a good sense of where I should be and what I should do while I’m playing;”
and 4) “While I’m playing I have a good sense of what I should change in order to do well.”
Players responded to these items using the same 4-point scale used for the other 28 items.

Procedure

We sent letters to managers of nine tennis clubs in southeastern Michigan explaining the
research project and asking for permission to attend team practices at the tennis facility in
order to recruit participants. After making follow-up phone calls and gaining permission, one
of the authors arranged days and times to visit the facilities and talk with players. Managers
of eight facilities cooperated with the research, with one manager not responding to telephone
calls. At practice sessions the researcher informed players of the research project and asked for
volunteers. Additionally, some participants were recruited the hour before team competitions
and a small number (n = 16) were recruited during the hour following their competitive play.
When the researcher approached players around the time of their league competition, she
also asked players from the opposing team, who were from a different tennis club, for their
participation in the research. Therefore, the sample consists of players from 15 different tennis
facilities.

In order to insure anonymity, players did not included their names on the surveys. Participants
could take the survey home to fill out at a more convenient time. Those players who volunteered
to participate were provided with a survey, consent form, stamped and addressed envelopes
for mailing, and a can of tennis balls as a thank-you gift.

Data Analysis Overview

Confirmatory factor analyses were used to discover if the Sutherland and Marsh instrument
(1982) and the modified Smith et al. (1995) Athletic Coping Skills Inventory-28 were appro-
priate for use with the current sample of adult tennis players. Principal axis factor analysis
was used when the data did not fit the model. Reliability coefficients were computed for all
scales created from factor loadings. Correlations were used to examine the relations between
variables. To investigate what components contribute to individuals’ self-perceptions of ten-
nis ability, simultaneous linear regression analyses were performed, with the 2-item Perceived
Tennis Ability measure as the dependent variable. For all analyses an alpha level of .05 was used.

RESULTS

Factor Analyses

Using the LISREL 8 program (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996), two separate confirmatory factor
analyses (CFA) were performed on the modified Smith et al. (1995) Athletic Coping Skills
Inventory and on the 50-item Sutherland and Marsh instrument (1982) in order to determine if
comparable scales emerged in this sample of adult tennis players. For each measure, maximum
likelihood CFA procedures were performed on the inter-item covariance matrix. Each model’s
goodness-of-fit was assessed using the chi-square statistic, the comparative fit index (CFI),
the goodness-of-fit index (GFI), the non-normed fit index (NNFI), and the root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA; Hoyle & Panter, 1995). CFI, GFI, and NNFI values equal
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Table 1
Model Testing Indices from Confirmatory Factor Analyses (N = 467)

Model df χ2 CFI GFI NNFI RMSEA

Modified Smith et al. 431 922∗∗∗ .91 .89 .90 .05
Sutherland and Marsh 806 2698∗∗∗ .83 .74 .82 .08

Note: CFI = Comparative fit index; GFI = Goodness-of-fit index; NNFI = Non-normed fit index;
RMSEA = root mean square error of approximation.
∗∗∗ p < .001.

to or greater than .90 suggest an acceptable fit of the model to the data (Hu & Bentler, 1999;
Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996). An RMSEA of .05 or less indicates a close fit of the theoretical
model and an RMSEA of .08 or less indicates a reasonable fit (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1996).

The first CFA model tested was a theoretical model based on the 7-factor structure found in
Smith et al.’s (1995) original research, with the addition of a 4-item Strategy Knowledge factor.
Initially, the theoretical model did not fit the data; therefore, using modification indices for
factor coefficients to guide subsequent revisions to the model (Gorsuch, 1983), modifications
were made until there was an acceptable fit (see Table 1). One item from Smith et al.’s Goal
Setting/Mental Preparation factor loaded on the newly added Strategy Knowledge factor. This
item concerned developing a game plan before matches; therefore, it was conceptually similar
to the Strategy Knowledge factor. Two other conceptually meaningful revisions were made
to the factors based on modification indices. First, one item (i.e., correcting mistakes pointed
out by coaches) from Smith et al.’s Coachability factor loaded on the Coping with Adversity
Factor. Second, another item (i.e., using advice to improve one’s skills) from the Coachability
factor loaded on the Confidence and Achievement Motivation factor, a factor containing items
related to feeling confident, trying, and wanting to do one’s best. Scales were constructed by
taking the unweighted mean of the items loading on each factor. Cronbach’s (1951) coefficient
alphas for the eight subscales showed sufficient reliabilities ranging from .69 to .88.

The second CFA model tested was the theoretical 6-factor model of perceived physical com-
petence based on Sutherland and Marsh’s (1982) and Marsh and Redmayne’s (1994) research,
with the Physical Attractiveness subscale removed for the purpose of this study of sport self-
concept. After seven modifications the model still did not exhibit an acceptable fit to the data
for this sample of adult athletes. Therefore, following procedures outlined by Gorsuch (1983),
the data were subjected to a principal axis factor analysis to determine the factor structure
for the current sample of adult athletes. The matrix was rotated orthogonally using a varimax
rotation. Factors were extracted using a minimum eigenvalue of 1.0, and five factors resulted.1

To be part of a factor, items had to have a loading of at least .40 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996).
The first factor (λ = 5.14), Perceived Endurance, consisted of 12 items and was consistent
with Sutherland and Marsh’s (1982) 10-item Endurance factor, with the addition of one en-
durance item from their Physical Ability subscale and one item concerning running fast from
their Strength subscale. Perceived Flexibility (λ = 4.58) and Perceived Balance (λ = 4.30)
were the second and third factors, respectively, and each factor consisted of the eight identical
items found by Sutherland and Marsh. The fourth factor (λ = 3.47) consisted of 6 items which
were negatively worded items in Sutherland and Marsh’s measure that pertained to the lack
of four attributes: strength, stamina, balance, and liking for sports. Therefore, this factor was
labeled Negative Wording. Factor five (λ = 3.01) contained 4 positively worded items related to

1Factor matrix table available upon request.
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Perceived Strength. Scales were constructed by taking the unweighted mean of the items load-
ing on each factor. Cronbach’s (1951) alphas ranged from .77 to .90, demonstrating moderate
to high internal consistency.

Predicting Perceived Tennis Ability

In order to discover which components predict adult tennis players’ perceived tennis ability,
a linear regression analysis was performed, with the 2-item Perceived Tennis Ability measure
as the dependent variable. Because the Negative Wording subscale did not relate to a specific
physical ability, it was not included in further analyses.

Table 2 presents the intercorrelations between variables. As one can see, all predictor vari-
ables except Freedom from Worry significantly correlate with the outcome variable of Perceived
Tennis Ability. In addition, as would be expected, the four perceived physical competencies
are moderately highly correlated with one another and many of the perceived psychological
competencies are also interrelated. In order to check for multicollinearity problems in the
regression analyses, variance inflation factor (VIF) statistics were performed.

The variables of Perceived Tennis Shot Abilities, Perceived Strength, Perceived Flexibility,
Perceived Balance, Perceived Endurance, and the eight perceived psychological competencies
were entered into the equation simultaneously. Although not the focus of this investigation,
the variables of Age, Gender and actual ability (i.e., USTA Rating) were also entered into
the equation (as control variables) because of their previously demonstrated relation to the
dependent variable. Table 3 presents the means and standard deviations of the criterion and
predictor variables.

As can be seen in Table 4, the regression analysis explained 49% of the variance,
F(16, 439) = 28.25, p < .0001. An examination of the beta weights (see Table 4) shows
that younger age, higher USTA Rating, higher self-perceptions of tennis shot abilities, lower
Perceived Flexibility, greater Perceived Endurance, higher self-perceptions of confidence and
achievement motivation, and higher self-perceptions of strategy knowledge were related to
higher Perceived Tennis Ability.

Further Analysis

The regression analysis showed a significant negative finding for the Perceived Flexibility
variable, despite the fact that Perceived Flexibility was strongly positively correlated with both
Perceived Strength and Perceived Endurance and slightly positively correlated with the outcome
measure. Thus, the significant negative finding likely reflects a suppression effect (Kleinbaum,
Kupper, & Muller, 1988). Because of this, the analysis was performed again excluding the vari-
able of Perceived Flexibility. As Table 5 shows, the regression analysis accounted for 48% of
the variance, F(15, 440) = 29.28, p < .0001. Examining the beta weights presented in Table 5,
one can see that athletes with higher Perceived Tennis Ability tended to be younger, had higher
USTA ratings, had higher Perceived Tennis Shot Abilities, had higher perceived confidence
and achievement motivation, and had higher perceived strategy knowledge.2 VIF statistics

2In order to discover if the psychological variables gave added predictive power to the model, we
performed a hierarchical regression analysis with the control variables and perceived physical compe-
tencies entered in Step 1 and the perceived psychological competencies entered in Step 2. Adding the
perceived psychological competencies in Step 2 contributed significant unique variance to the prediction
of Perceived Tennis Ability, F(15, 440) = 29.28, p = .0001], accounting for 48% of the variance. The
increase in explained variance from Step 1 to Step 2 was significant, Fchange = 3.94, p = .0001.
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Table 3
Means and Standard Deviations of the Criterion and Predictor Variables

Variable N M SD Kurtosis

Perceived tennis ability 467 4.56 .89 −.01
Age 466 44.40 10.17 −.05
USTA rating 461 3.53 .61 −.05
Perceived tennis shot abilities 467 4.20 .98 −.42
Perceived Physical Competencies

Perceived Strength 467 4.19 .98 −.22
Perceived Flexibility 467 4.78 .88 .75
Perceived Balance 467 4.75 .80 .19
Perceived Endurance 467 4.56 .86 −.16

Perceived Psychological Competencies
Coping with adversity 466 1.97 .52 −.43
Peaking under pressure 466 1.57 .73 −.65
Goal setting/Mental preparation 466 1.21 .67 −.49
Concentration 466 1.93 .59 −.77
Freedom from worry 466 1.95 .60 −.23
Confidence/Motivation 466 2.05 .51 −.50
Coachability 465 2.63 .42 1.50
Strategy knowledge 467 1.76 .52 −.34

Note: Perceived Physical Competencies are rated on a scale from 1 to 6. Perceived Psychological Competencies are
rated on a scale from 0 to 3.

demonstrated no multicollinearity problems, with all VIFs less than 2.50. A general rule for
evaluating VIFs is that values greater than 10.00 are of concern (Kleinbaum et al., 1988).

DISCUSSION

The findings indicate that individuals’ Perceived Tennis Ability is predicted by several
different components, some related to self-perceptions of physical competencies and others

Table 4
Simultaneous Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Perceived Tennis Ability

Variable B SEB β

Age −.008 .003 −.097b

Gender .082 .070 .043
USTA rating .390 .057 .266c

Perceived tennis shot abilities .494 .058 .371c

Perceived Strength .002 .038 .003
Perceived Flexibility −.123 .047 −.123b

Perceived Balance .025 .048 .023
Perceived Endurance .106 .048 .104a

Coping with adversity −.133 .088 −.078
Peaking under pressure .029 .051 .024
Goal setting/Mental preparation −.065 .057 −.049
Concentration −.028 .076 −.019
Freedom from worry −.031 .056 −.021
Confidence/Motivation .317 .091 .181c

Coachability −.007 .085 −.003
Strategy knowledge .246 .087 .143b

a= p < .05; b= p < .01; c= p < .001.
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Table 5
Simultaneous Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Perceived Tennis Ability

Excluding Perceived Flexibility

Variable B SEB β

Age −.008 .003 −.096b

Gender .101 .070 .052
USTA rating .395 .058 .269c

Perceived tennis shot abilities .491 .059 .369c

Perceived Strength −.015 .037 −.016
Perceived Balance −.018 .045 −.016
Perceived Endurance .060 .045 .059
Coping with adversity −.137 .088 −.080
Peaking under pressure .033 .051 .027
Goal setting/Mental preparation −.068 .057 −.052
Concentration −.015 .076 −.010
Freedom from worry −.033 .057 −.022
Confidence/Motivation .309 .091 .177c

Coachability −.010 .086 −.005
Strategy knowledge .243 .088 .142b

a= p < .05; b= p < .01; c= p < .001.

related to self-perceptions of psychological skills. Athletes’ actual tennis ability (i.e., their
USTA rating) strongly predicted their Perceived Tennis Ability, which is in accordance with
previous research (Feltz & Brown, 1984; Wurtele, 1986) demonstrating a strong correlation
between actual and perceived ability. In addition, this finding supports Eccles et al.’s (1983)
model which predicts that individuals’ past experiences and aptitudes feed into their ability
self-concepts. Bandura’s (1994) model, too, predicts that the previous experiences that have
created one’s current ability will be important components of one’s current perceived ability
and expectancies.

Self-perceptions of physical capabilities specifically related to the sport of tennis (e.g., serve,
forehand, overhead smash) proved to be important predictors of Perceived Tennis Ability. This
finding is consistent with several self-concept models (Fox & Corbin, 1989; Shavelson et al.,
1976) that predict that perceived tennis-specific physical competencies will be particularly
salient components of perceived tennis ability. The finding is also in accordance with models
(e.g., Bandura, 1994; Eccles et al., 1983) that predict that task-specific perceived abilities are
directly related to other task-specific factors, such as aptitudes, past experiences, beliefs, and
affect.

Although we made no specific hypothesis concerning the relation between age and self-
perceptions of tennis competence, age proved to be a significant predictor of Perceived
Tennis Ability. This importance may reflect its intersection with a variety of physical
competencies that can be affected by aging. Physical capabilities, such as eyesight, recu-
perative ability, quickness, and temperature adaptation, decline with age and can there-
fore negatively impact tennis ability and self-perceptions. Consistent with this supposition,
an exploration of the data revealed a significant decline with age in tennis players’ self-
perceptions of endurance, balance, and tennis shot abilities. Health problems associated
with age (e.g., arthritis, high blood pressure) may also undermine players’ perceived abil-
ity. In addition, as suggested by Eccles and Wigfield (2002), the culture’s negative stereo-
types concerning aging and athleticism may undermine individuals’ self-perceptions of tennis
ability.
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Of particular interest in this study was the role of self-perceptions of psychological
skills for tennis ability self-assessments. Self-perceptions of strategy knowledge, confidence,
and effort were predictors of athletes’ Perceived Tennis Ability, even after controlling for
actual tennis skill (i.e., USTA rating). These findings are consistent with the theoretical
frameworks of Eccles et al. (1983) and Bandura (1994), both of which stress that con-
fidence in one’s ability to do the task should be a more powerful predictor of individ-
uals’ self-concept and performance than one’s actual ability. These results also highlight
the importance of including perceived psychological abilities in measures of perceived ath-
letic and sport-specific competence. Coaches, players, and sport psychologists know well
the importance of psychological capabilities for performance; indeed, much of their time
is spent monitoring and improving such skills. However, the importance of players’ self-
perceptions of their psychological abilities for their sense of tennis competence may be less well
known.

The current study points to the salience of self-perceptions of strategy knowledge, confi-
dence, and effort for athletes’ sense of tennis ability; therefore, coaching and instruction focused
on improving these capabilities may benefit players as much as coaching and instruction fo-
cused on improving one’s strokes. As Sinclair and Sinclair (1994, p. 13) stated, “a response
is more easily taught, learned, understood, and remembered if it is developed along with the
other responses with which it naturally occurs.” Coaches and instructors, therefore, may want
to incorporate a developmentally appropriate level of strategy instruction into all lessons and
then assess athletes’ strategy knowledge periodically in order to confirm its accuracy and gauge
its level of sophistication. In addition, the results suggest the importance of strengthening ath-
letes’ self-perceptions of confidence and effort—attributes that can be enhanced by teaching
players self-talk strategies and by providing a mastery-oriented motivational climate (Landin &
Hebert, 1999; Magyar & Feltz, 2003; Newton & Duda, 1999; Theodorakis, Weinberg, Natsis,
Douma, & Kazakas, 2000). Additional methods for improving athletes’ mental skills have been
provided by other researchers (e.g., Gould, Petlichkoff, Hodge, & Simons, 1990; Sinclair &
Sinclair, 1994).

Despite large variations in the competencies needed for different sports, there are likely
commonalities between athletic activities. For instance, all may require athletes to assess both
physical and psychological abilities in order to arrive at their sport-specific ability judgment. In
addition, across a wide range of sport activities, athletes’ sense of strategy knowledge is likely
to play an important role in their perceived sport-specific ability. Researchers in educational
psychology (Pintrich & Shunk, 2002; Zimmerman, Bonner, & Kovach, 1996) have shown the
importance of providing learners with not only the motivational tools for achievement (e.g.,
increased confidence, effort, and desire), but also the metacognitive tools needed for success.
A knowledge of tennis strategy is one such metacognitive tool, yet there are numerous others
(e.g., dealing with stress, focusing attention) that athletes can improve via instruction (Sinclair
& Sinclair, 1994).

It is highly likely that different physical and psychological variables take on more or less
importance in different sports. For example, assessing one’s competence in archery may depend
much less on self-perceptions of one’s strength or endurance than one’s self-perceptions of one’s
ability to concentrate. For weightlifting, athletes’ self-assessed confidence and strength may
be more important for their perceived ability than their self-perceptions of strategy knowledge.
The relevance of the current study’s findings for athletes in other sports needs to be studied. Ad-
ditionally, individuals’ personal weighting of different components of perceived sport-specific
ability may change with time and experience and may vary depending on individual or group
characteristics. Therefore, exploring variations in the predictive model is another area of future
research.
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Limitations and Future Directions

Limitations of the current study generally relate to the measures. A possible measurement
problem in the study was the Sutherland and Marsh (1982) measure of perceived physical
abilities. The confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated a poor fit to the model; therefore, the
measure, although previously found to be appropriate for adolescents, may not be the best
measure for adult athletes. The self-assessed Physical Ability and Strength subscales were the
two that did not replicate in the current sample, thereby potentially reducing the generalizability
of the results. In contrast, the Perceived Balance and Perceived Flexibility factors were identical
to those found by Sutherland and Marsh (1982), and the Perceived Endurance factor included
only two additional items. Therefore, although less than perfect, some aspects of the measure
of perceived physical competencies seemed appropriate for the adult tennis player sample.
However, it is likely that self-assessments of other general physical abilities should also be
assessed. For example, athletes’ self-perceptions of their reaction time, speed, and eye-hand
coordination are likely relevant components of their perceived tennis competence, and therefore
should be assessed in future research on this topic.

A second measurement problem was the composite indicator of Perceived Tennis Shot
Abilities. In this preliminary research we did not have the time and opportunity to develop
a comprehensive measure of tennis players’ self-perceptions of various tennis shots so that
we could investigate the individual predictive power of different tennis-related physical skills.
This study was a first step in assessing the importance of sport-specific physical competencies
in predicting athletes’ overall perceived tennis ability and the results make it clear that such
self-assessments are very important predictors of athletes’ perceived tennis ability. Future
factor analytic research can discover the differentiations players make between various tennis
shots and how these self-perceptions of different tennis-related physical skills relate to their
perceived tennis competence.

We added items concerning self-perceptions of strategy knowledge to the measure of
perceived psychological abilities because we thought this psychological factor would prove
to be a salient predictor of Perceived Tennis Ability. Importantly, the results supported
our supposition. Therefore, it is evident that measures of self-reported psychological abil-
ities need to include items related to strategy knowledge. There may be other psycho-
logical aptitudes important for athletes’ self-perceptions of athletic competence as well,
and several of these psychological factors are likely to be sport-specific. For example,
the perceived ability to deal with fear of injury may be salient for gymnasts, divers, and
wrestlers. Individuals’ sense of competence at blocking out pain may play a large role
in the perceived ability of weightlifters, football players, and endurance athletes. By talk-
ing with athletes, coaches, instructors, and sport psychologists, we can learn what psy-
chological strengths and weaknesses are particularly salient in different athletic activi-
ties. This information can then help in developing more comprehensive measures of the
self-assessed psychological factors athletes incorporate into their sense of sport-specific
ability.
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