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Abstract
Introduction. The aim of the study was to determine the causal attributions of success and failure in a football match in a group 
of football players, as well as to investigate the association of the players’ attributions with their level of achievement and the 
relationships between their causal attributions and affective states. Material and methods. The study involved 75 football play-
ers, including 44 players from the first league and 31 players from the third league. The research was carried out using the Profile 
of Mood States (POMS) by D.M. McNair, M. Lorr, and L.F. Droppleman and a specially designed questionnaire concerning the 
causal attributions of success and failure. Results. It was found that the football players who participated in the study tended 
to attribute success to internal causes and failure to external causes. More frequent use of external attributions most likely had 
an adverse impact on the mood state of the players. Conclusion. Information concerning the attributions that a given player 
makes can be useful for coaches, as it can help them develop the athlete’s mental abilities more effectively. Beliefs related to at-
tributions can be modified. It is worth considering the benefits of encouraging internal attributions in the case of success and 
external attributions in situations of failure.
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Introduction

The successful performance of a football team depends on 
many different factors. The factors which are given the most 
attention are those strictly having to do with sports-related 
skills. Failure is frequently attributed to inappropriate training 
methods used by coaches, and psychological aspects are often 
ignored. If psychological aspects are considered, then the fo-
cus in mainly on pre-competition states or emotions which are 
experienced during the match. However, what happens after 
the match has finished is also important, as both cognitive and 
emotional factors can have a major impact on future outcomes.

This article is focused on the attributions of success and 
failure in sporting events. Attributions are the beliefs that 
a player holds regarding what caused the match to end in a win, 
loss, or draw. This issue is important, since, although an athlete’s 
activity is, in principle, conscious and purposeful, athletes do 
not always attribute a particular action and their effectiveness or 
ineffectiveness in a sporting event to themselves [1, 2].

Weiner [3] created an attribution model which is based on 
two factors: the locus of causality (internal and external attribu-
tions) and the stability of causality (stable and unstable attri-
butions). Four causal categories have been proposed: internal-
stable (the athlete’s aptitudes and abilities), internal-unstable 
(effort made during the competition, training before the com-
petition), external-stable (difficulty of the task), and external-
unstable (luck, weather conditions, the refereeing, the viewers, 
etc.).

Lau and Russell [4] found that both coaches and athletes 
tended to associate success with the features of the team or its 

members, but they attributed failure to external circumstances 
(such as a lack of luck or a better performance of the competi-
tors). Moreover, other authors noted that athletes who had won 
made internal and stable attributions more frequently than 
those who had lost [5, 6, 7].

Mroczkowska [8] whose research involved a basketball, vol-
leyball, and handball team observed that the players of each of 
these teams attributed failure to external factors which were 
beyond their control. There were also significant differences be-
tween teams with better and worse team play: they had different 
perceptions of the cause that they could control (effort) and the 
one that they could not control (luck).

Causal attributions of success and failure in sports have 
a significant influence on athletes’ cognitive and emotional 
states. Attributing failure to factors that can be controlled seems 
to be conducive to maintaining self-confidence [9, 10].

The locus of the causes of the outcome achieved (internal 
and external attribution) is associated with particular emotions 
(contentment with success or shame at losing). What is more, 
assigning the outcome to internal causes (aptitudes, effort) trig-
gers more intense emotions than assigning it to external factors 
(luck). Athletes who believe that they achieved success owing 
to their intense effort feel more pride, joy, and satisfaction than 
those who associate it with factors which were beyond their con-
trol (e.g. luck) [1].

Graham et al. [11] observed that sports participants experi-
enced more positive emotions if they made attributions which 
were stable and personally controllable. Biddle and Hill [12], on 
the other hand, found that when sports participants attributed 
success to internal factors, they felt more positive emotions, 
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and they experienced negative emotions more intensely if they 
thought their failure was due to external factors. Later research 
by Biddle and Hill showed that after a winning performance in 
laboratory conditions, fencers felt satisfaction, pleasure, and 
contentment, whereas after a losing performance, they experi-
enced dissatisfaction and disappointment [6]. Allen et al. [13], 
who explored the relationship between attributions and the lev-
el of anger, observed that athletes felt angry for a longer period 
of time if they attributed the cause of their poor performance to 
a stable factor.

Attributions, that is the beliefs of the player, team, or coach 
regarding what contributed to success or failure, can be con-
sciously developed and modified. The ability of coaches to work 
with players so as to help them attribute the outcomes of sport-
ing events to internal rather than external factors plays a sig-
nificant role is sports [14]. In a study by Allen et al. [15], it was 
observed that providing athletes with simple positive feedback 
after the competition contributed to their developing causal 
attributions regarding a particular outcome which were more 
internal in nature. Research by Rascle et al. [16], on the other 
hand, found that attributional feedback effects were long-term 
and cross-situational. Coffee and Rees [17] have suggested that 
it is worth analysing athletes’ attributions when they perform 
successfully, as this can help gain a better understanding of the 
relationships between attributions and self-efficacy.

To sum up, after winning or losing a match, a football player 
spontaneously makes causal attributions regarding its outcome. 
The results of previous studies indicate that in the case of failure, 
external attributions are more frequent, whereas with successful 
outcomes, internal ones are more common. These attributions 
should be of interest to researchers, coaches, and psychologists 
for at least three reasons. First of all, they are linked with post-
match emotional states, which, in turn, co-determine the affec-
tive states experienced by a player before the following match. 
Secondly, they have consequences for a player’s motivation, 
either encouraging them to train or discouraging them from 
training. Thirdly, since they are beliefs, they can be subject to 
deliberate interventions as athletes are being prepared mentally 
for sporting events. For all these reasons, attributions and their 
relationships with post-match emotions should be researched. 
Thus the aim of our study was to determine the attributions of 
success and failure in a match in a group of football players as 
well as to explore the dependence of these attributions on the 
players’ level of achievement and their relationships with post-
match emotional states.

Material and methods

The study involved 75 male football players (from four sen-
ior teams), aged 18-33 years. Two of the teams were in the first 
league (44 players), and the two remaining ones were in the 
third league (31 players). The mean age of the players was 23.09 
(±4.68) years. A purposive sampling procedure was used.

The research instrument applied in the study was the Polish 
adaptation of the Profile of Mood States (POMS) by D.M. Mc-
Nair, M. Lorr, and L.F. Droppleman created by Dudek and Ko-
niarek [18], which makes it possible to determine the intensity 
of seven affective states, including five negative ones (tension, 
depression, anger, fatigue, and confusion) and two positive ones 
(vigour and friendliness). POMS consists of 65 adjectives which 
describe various feelings and moods that can be experienced. 
In the instructions, the respondents can be asked to describe 
their feelings and moods over various periods of time (such as 
the past day or week). The tool is sensitive to changes that take 

place over time. In our study, the football players were requested 
to describe their mood in the past week including the day when 
the questionnaire was completed. It is worth mentioning that 
the reliability coefficient and construct validity of the Polish ad-
aptation of the tool are satisfactory.

Moreover, for the purposes of the study, we also designed 
two scales for investigating the causes of the outcome of the 
match (win or loss). In the questionnaire concerning the caus-
es of success, the players chose three out of the following ten 
causes: adequate training before the match, adequate effort put 
into the match, strong football skills, luck, poor performance of 
the competitors, supportive viewers, favourable weather condi-
tions, favourable refereeing, better team play than that of the 
competitors, and financial rewards. In the questionnaire con-
cerning the causes of failure, the players chose three out of the 
following ten causes: inadequate training before the match, in-
adequate effort put into the match, weak football skills, lack of 
luck, poor performance of the competitors, unsupportive view-
ers, unfavourable weather conditions, unfavourable refereeing, 
worse team play than that of the competitors, and inadequate 
financial rewards.

The football players’ mood states and causal attributions 
were examined twice: after they won an important match and 
after they lost an important match. The questionnaires were 
completed during the first training session after the match. 
The time interval between the match and the completion of the 
questionnaire was the same for every match. Both first and re-
serve team players took part in the study. In order to explore the 
relationships between the variables, we calculated Spearman’s 
rho correlation coefficients using the SPSS statistical package 
(v. 20).

Results

As already mentioned above, the subjects could choose from 
among 10 causes of success. The total number of responses for 
each of the causes is shown in table 1. The players most often at-
tributed winning outcomes to the following causes in the order 
of frequency: adequate effort put into the match, better team 
play than that of the competitors, adequate training, and strong 
football skills. This means they made internal attributions.

Table 1. Causal attributions of success in the football players

Number of 
responses Rank

1. Adequate training 29 3
2. Adequate effort put into the match 56 1
3. Strong football skills 28 4
4. Luck 19 5-7
5. Poor performance of the competitors 19 5-7
6. Supportive viewers 19 5-7
7. Adequate weather conditions 2 9
8. Favourable refereeing 1 10
9. Better team play than that of the competitors 40 2
10. Financial rewards 12 8

The responses given with regard to failure are shown in ta-
ble 2. The subjects most frequently indicated that the losing 
outcome had been caused by a lack of luck (external attribu-
tion), then inadequate effort put into the match (internal at-
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tribution), and finally a better performance of the competitors 
(external attribution). Therefore, the players mostly attributed 
their failure to external causes.

Table 2. Causal attributions of failure in the football players

Number of 
responses Rank

1. Inadequate training 22 4
2. Inadequate effort put into the match 31 2
3. Weak football skills 18 6-7
4. Lack of luck 51 1
5. Very good performance of the competitors 30 3
6. Unsupportive viewers 21 5
7. Unfavourable weather conditions 17 8
8. Unfavourable refereeing 18 6-7
9. Worse team play than that of the competitors 10 9
10. Inadequate financial rewards 7 10

Total attribution scores were calculated by assigning the 
value of 1 to external attributions and the value of −1 to internal 
ones and then adding them up. Thus the attribution scores for 
success and failure could range from −3 (all attributions were 
internal) to 3 (all attributions were external). In the case of suc-
cess, the mean was equal to −1.08 (SD = 2.12), and as far failure 
is concerned, it was 0.87 (SD = 2.29).

Based on these scores, we divided the subjects into three 
groups: subjects with an internal attribution pattern (with 
a score of −3), those with an external attribution pattern (3), and 
those with a mixed attribution pattern (with the values of −1 and 
1). The numbers of subjects in particular groups are shown in 
table 3. When it comes to success, the greatest number of sub-
jects exhibited an internal attribution pattern, and the small-
est number had an external attribution pattern. The reverse was 
observed for failure.

Table 3. Locus of the causal attributions of success and failure in the 
football players

Success Failure
n % n %

External 10 13.3 30 40.0
Mixed 32 42.7 29 38.7

Internal 33 44.0 16 21.3

We also compared the attributions of the first and third 
league players (tab. 4). The differences between the distributions 
of the two samples were examined using a chi-squared test. As 
far as success is concerned, most of the first league players dis-
played a mixed attribution pattern, whereas third league play-
ers tended to have an internal attribution pattern; however, the 
differences were not statistically significant (chi square = 4.023; 
p > 0.05). In the case of failure, first league players tended to ex-
hibit external and mixed attribution patterns, while third league 
players mostly had external attribution patterns. Similarly as in 
the case of success, the differences were not statistically signifi-
cant (chi square = 0.656; p > 0.05).

Table 4. Comparison of the attributions of the first and third league 
football players

Attribution League
Success Failure

n % n %

External
1 5 11.36 18 40.91
3 5 16.13 12 38.71

Mixed
1 23 52.27 18 40.91
3 9 29.03 11 35.48

Internal
1 16 36.36 8 18.18
3 17 54.83 8 25.80

In order to determine the relationships between mood 
states and attributions, we calculated Spearman’s rank corre-
lation coefficients (tab. 5). We found positive correlations be-
tween external causal attributions of success and the levels of 
anger and depression.

Table 5. Correlations between emotional states and attributions in the 
football players

External attributions of 
success

External attribu-
tions of failure

Anger 0.226* 0.266*
Confusion −0.061 0.349**
Depression 0.240* 0.257*

Fatigue 0.143 0.230*
Tension 0.191 0.164
Vigour −0.110 −0.227*

Friendliness −0.224 −0.306**

* = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01.

More statistically significant correlations were observed for 
the causal attributions of failure. The more external the attribu-
tions of failure were, the higher the level of negative mood states 
(anger, confusion, depression, and fatigue) was and the lower 
the level of positive mood states (vigour and friendliness) was. 
To sum up, the more external the attributions tended to be, the 
worse the affective states of the subjects were, regardless of the 
outcome of the match.

Discussion

The football players who participated in the study tended to 
attribute success to internal causes and failure to external caus-
es. The results of previous research by other authors are com-
parable to a certain extent in this respect [6, 7, 8, 19]. It can be 
expected that in similar situations these players would be likely 
to perceive their own skills, aptitudes, or effort as the cause of 
their success and to see failure as caused by factors beyond their 
control. Such attributions are conducive to increasing one’s self-
esteem and positive self-assessment or keeping them at a high 
level. In the case of success, believing that they have put in 
adequate effort and have adequate skills makes an athlete feel 
satisfied with their abilities and convinces them that they can 
be successful in the future. In situations of failure, shifting the 
responsibility to external factors which are beyond the athlete’s 
control can help them reduce the feeling of dissatisfaction and 
makes it less likely that they will become convinced that such 
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a dissatisfying outcome will occur again; this is something that 
could happen if they attributed failure to internal causes [20].

Being able to properly assess the causes of a given outcome 
in sports is useful in analysing an athlete’s performance in a giv-
en event. It also makes it possible to maintain better control over 
their performance in future events and plan it more effectively, 
as well as protecting the athlete’s self in the case of failure, as it 
is much easier to attribute a poor outcome to external factors 
(lack of luck) than to internal factors (inadequate effort put into 
the match).

Our analysis of the relationships between attributions and 
affective states showed that the more the players attributed their 
failure to external factors, the worse their mood was. Compa-
rable findings have been reported by other authors [6, 12]. We 
also observed that external attributions of success were associ-
ated with a worse affective state after a match was won. Simi-
larly, Graham et al. [11] found that sport participants felt more 
positive emotions when they attributed their outcomes to fac-
tors which were stable and more controllable, that is to internal 
factors.

After losing performances, the players tended to attribute 
the causes of the poor outcome to factors which they were una-
ble to control, and this helped them shift the responsibility away 
from themselves. This likely improved their mood temporarily, 
but it did not help solve the problem and in the end, their af-
fective state was worse. It is worth emphasising, however, the 
role of the outcome itself: since it was negative regardless of the 
interpretation of its causes, it could have caused the players to 
have a negative affective state.

Attributing success to external causes may be due to a low 
level of confidence in one’s abilities and a belief that one is not 
useful for the team. In such cases, a player is not satisfied with 
their performance, and they may also not be convinced that they 
can achieve success in the future, which can intensify negative 
mood states.

Therefore, our findings have only partially confirmed our 
expectations based on the results of previous studies, which 
showed that external attributions were associated with better 
mood after matches that had been lost and worse mood after 
those that had been won. External attributions were positively 
correlated with negative emotional states and negatively corre-
lated with positive emotional states, regardless of the outcome 
of the match. At this point, it is difficult to explain why external 
attributions of failure, which were definitely defensive in nature, 
did not protect the players against a decrease in their mood; 
moreover, they were associated with a worse affective state.

Our findings might be due to the nature of the sport whose 
players were examined: football is a team sport, where the re-
sponsibility for failure is in a way distributed among the play-
ers and thus may contribute to decreasing their self-esteem to 
a lesser extent. It would be useful to analyse these relationships 
taking into account the responsibility borne for the poor out-
come by a particular player, both according to external observers 
and the player themselves.

If the relationships observed were more universal, it would 
be a good idea to further investigate the way the players’ coaches 
work with them after matches. Since negative mood was asso-
ciated with external attributions, the coaches should consider 
helping the players develop internal attributions. This is some-
thing that has been emphasised by other authors [14, 21].

The results of our study showed that the football players 
had a tendency to attribute success to internal causes and failure 
to external ones. Based on these findings, it can be hypothesised 

that more frequent use of external attributions had an adverse 
effect on the mood states of the players.

Owing to the small size of the group of subjects and the fact 
that the sample examined in the study was not representative of 
Polish football players, the findings cannot be generalised to the 
entire population of male football players. They can, however, 
be useful in further research aimed at confirming the relation-
ships identified in the current study.

Having information regarding an athlete’s mental states can 
improve the collaboration between the coach and the athlete 
and it can also be useful in training the athlete and supporting 
them in moments of difficulty in their sports career. Research-
ers should continue to investigate the relationships between the 
cognitive sphere (attributions) and affective states experienced 
after sporting events in different disciplines, in particular indi-
vidual ones. It might also be useful to measure the variables dis-
cussed above in larger groups of players in order to observe the 
trends in the data.

The findings of our study also have several practical appli-
cations. We believe that the coach should discuss the causal at-
tributions of the outcome of a sporting event with the player. An 
appropriate analysis of the components of the player’s perform-
ance carried out together with the coach can help the player bet-
ter prepare for future matches, learn more about themselves, 
and draw more valid conclusions about what they need to work 
on in the future. Thus knowing a given player’s attributions can 
be useful for the coaching team, in that it can be helpful in as-
sisting the player in achieving better outcomes and developing 
their abilities. An adequate discussion with the player after the 
match which includes both the positive and negative elements 
of their performance can also help them alleviate excessive neg-
ative emotions.

If coaches acquire the ability to describe and explain the 
psychosocial aspects of sports activity as well as predict changes 
in the psychological state of the athlete and support them men-
tally, the athlete will have a chance to become fully engaged, 
exert control over their actions, and carry them out effectively 
[22].

It should be noted that beliefs related to attributions can be 
modified. It is worth considering the benefits of helping athletes 
to make internal attributions in the case of success and external 
attributions in situations of failure. Internal attributions can be 
encouraged after an important successful performance among 
others by emphasising the role of the effort made or the skills 
displayed by the athlete during the event.
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