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Abstract: Since the end of 2019 and throughout 2020 the world has been devastated by the SARS
COVID-19 pandemic. The sport world suddenly had to deal with a massive reorganization of
events with important implications on the physical and psychological preparation of athletes and
coaches. The purpose of this study was to explore how these changes impacted coaches” and ath-
letes” goal setting strategies and their experience of goal adjustment. As part of a wider
mixed-method project involving 2162 coaches and 1354 athletes, an online qualitative survey was
used, and data collected were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. Findings highlighted
three overarching themes, in response to goal adjustment: “Moving on toward new goals”, “Let-
ting go of goals”, and “Trying to hold on”, with several themes and sub-themes identifying dif-
ferent nuances of athletes’” and coaches’ experience. The implications of such findings for the
mental preparation of high-level athletes are discussed in two ways. Firstly, in light of existing lit-
erature on goal setting from an applied perspective; secondly, in the broader perspective of the
sport culture and the application of our themes to other challenging moments that sport profes-
sionals might encounter.
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1. Introduction

The year of the Olympic Games is normally seen as the realization of the
4-years-periodization of specificc measurable, achievable, realistic, timely, and
self-determined (SMARTS) goals for both athletes and coaches. Some of these athletes
and coaches could have fulfilled their plans and dreams competing in Tokyo 2020, and
others could have reached their own annual goals competing at international and/or
national level [1]. However, in the last months of 2019 and in the early ones of 2020 the
SARS-COV-2 virus affected the entire world [2], including sport, forcing people to find
at-home alternatives to exercise [3, 4]. Both professional and amateur athletes and
coaches were constrained at home in isolation, without the possibility to train and com-
pete in their usual environments with potential impacts on their lives and career [5].
Thus, they had to change their lifestyle and routines, interpersonal relationships, finan-
cial status (e.g., loss of a job or of a sponsor), as well as reorganize their aspirations and
goals [6]. Existing research showed that in some situations it can be more productive to
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abandon an important goal and allocate resources to alternative goals [7], although ath-
letes may struggle to do this in the middle of the competitive sports season.

A goal is defined as “an internal representation of a desired result, event or process” [8]
(p. 485). It may refer to a result that athletes or coaches want to obtain (e.g., winning a
trophy or a gold medal), to the identification of a specific standard to be achieved (e.g.,
performing one’s own personal best in a marathon), or to the strategy needed to attain a
performance goal, for example focusing on a tactical aspect of the game [9].

A prominent theory which has been extensively employed in goal-setting research and
practice is Goal Setting Theory (GST), that explains the relationship between conscious
goals and task performance [10, 11]. The literature of the past 30 years on goal setting in
sport suggests that setting specific and challenging, long- and short-term goals is an ef-
fective way to enhance performance in sport [9, 12]. Moreover, goal setting is one of the
most important strategies to improve athletes’” motivation and identity [13]. Yet, often
not all the types of goals (i.e. process, performance, and outcome) are taken into consid-
eration and assessed during a season by athletes and their coaches. For instance,
Forsblom et al. [14] investigated the perceived goal setting practices of athletes across a
competitive season, showing that the achievement of the outcome goal was always
evaluated, whereas the attainment of process and performance goals was evaluated only
occasionally. However, in their study the authors recognized some limitations such as
the limited sample, the involvement of only female participants, and the need to also in-
clude their coaches and investigate different levels of expertise.

A recent systematic review of goal setting interventions in sport focused on athletes,
found inconclusive evidence and limited support for several aspects of goal setting the-
ory in applied sport contexts [15]. The authors suggested involving a wider range of
theories of goal setting to provide a more comprehensive understanding of this area. For
instance, Jeong and colleagues indicated the Self-Concordance Model [16] as an example
to examine motivation underpinning goal pursuit, its impact on goal striving and at-
tainment, as well as psychological well-being after goal attainment (or failure, or disen-
gagement). This model has been shown to be relevant to understand how coaches can
support adaptive goal striving [17].

Another recent model, the Tripartite Model of Goal Striving, which integrates goal mo-
tivation and goal regulation, can be used to explain the mechanisms behind goal ad-
justment, reengagement and disengagement [7]. The authors suggest that self-regulatory
responses depend on two key mechanisms: the motives for goal pursuit, and a metacog-
nitive strategy called mental contrasting with implementation intentions.

To our knowledge, the only study that analyzed athletes’ goals during COVID-19 was
conducted by Mascret [18]. The author used a quantitative method to investigate whether
the confinement and the physical exercise restrictions, due to COVID-19 pandemic situ-
ation, may have impacted the achievement of athletes’ goals. Findings reinforced the
general assumption that “different achievement goals may be better suited for different
types of situations” [19] (p. 708). Moreover it was found that self-avoidance goals
(where the athletes try to avoid self-based incompetence) are not always maladaptive,
and that, in the situation of confinement, it might be beneficial to shift among multiple
goals. While informative, this study fails to answer Jeong et al.’s [15] call for future re-
search to consider empirical approaches that are based on coaches’ experiential
knowledge and the recommendation to include qualitative approaches to identify prac-
titioners’, coaches’, and athletes” perspectives on goal setting.

In a similar fashion, to date research investigating the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
in sport mainly adopted a quantitative approach, with only few exceptions [20], despite a
growing interest of - and need for - qualitative studies in the field of sport psychology
[21]. In line with Jeong et al.’s [15] suggestion for further qualitative studies on goal set-
ting, the present study aimed to explore Italian coaches” and athletes’ experiences of goal
setting adjustment during the first pandemic lockdown (Spring 2020) adopting a quali-
tative stance. The research question guiding the study was, ‘how has the first emergency
lockdown influenced athletes and coaches' experiences of goal setting adjustment?’
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With this study we aimed to add to the literature on how athletes and coaches have
managed the cancellation of championships and the postponement of sports competi-
tions, as well as the prolonged Italian lockdown. As suggested by previous research [1,
22], the perceived significance of a change event is related to athletic identity [23, 24] as
well as to the impact and imbalance it creates in the athlete’s career. By conceptualizing
this pandemic situation like an injury recovery phase, rather than a break without the
possibility to train and compete [5], we expected that it could also impact the definition of
new goals, especially for those who thought to return to sports competition soon. More-
over, we think that examining goal setting practices in a different situation (i.e.,
COVID-19 pandemic) compared to usual circumstances has the potential to explore the
role of context on goal setting practices and effectiveness.

2. Materials and Methods

Philosophical Assumptions

This study - part of a wider mixed-method project - is underpinned by an interpretivist
paradigm, with a relativist ontology and a constructivist epistemology [25]. This means
that in this work we consider the nature of reality to be multiple, with subjective realities
being constructed in each individual mind, and therefore knowledge is co-constructed,
with the researchers” own experience mediating what can be understood [26]. In line with
these philosophical assumptions, we understood the data we collected as an opportunity
to explore participants' point of view, experience, and subjectivity, with an awareness
that our analysis would be the result of possible (re)interpretations and positioning of the
researchers involved [27, 28].

Participants

Following ethical approval from the first author’s institution, in line with the ethical
principles of the Declaration of Helsinki [29], recruitment took place using both social
media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Instagram) and gatekeepers (e.g., National Governing
Bodies, sport clubs). Following Patton [30], a combined purposeful sampling strategy,
beginning with maximum variation (i.e., choosing a range of cases to obtain variation on
dimensions under study), followed up by chain sampling (i.e., participants shared the
link of the survey to relevant contacts) was used. Overall, 2162 participants (Mage = 41 +
18.32), working within individual (n= 865) and team (n= 1297) sports, with different re-
ported levels of expertise (1324 low expert, 838 high expert) were recruited among Italian
coaches. As for athletes, 1354 participants (Mage=27.5 + 12.76), competing in individual
(n=708) or team (n= 646) sports, with 777 athletes reporting to be low experts, and 577
defining themselves as high experts. Expertise categorization was based on Swann et al.’s
[31] classification and participants were asked to self-report if they were compet-
ing/coaching at a local, regional, national or international level. Therefore, scores for local
level were assigned to the low experts category and scores for regional, national and in-
ternational levels were assigned to the high experts category.

Procedure and Materials

The study was conducted between March 22nd, 2020 - three weeks after the start of the
forced confinement caused by the COVID-19 health emergency in Italy - and May 4th
2020, when the Italian government partially eased the lockdown regimen. Considering
the study’s philosophical underpinnings, an online qualitative survey [32] was the cho-
sen method. Qualitative surveys have been described as a data collection tool, which uses
a series of pre-determined and fixed, open-ended questions that participants need to
answer in writing [33]. One recognized benefit of this method of data collection is the
possibility to combine the openness of the questions — and therefore variety of answers —
with standardization due to the fixed set of questions posed. They often allow partici-
pants to proceed at their own pace and typically they also provide anonymity [34].
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Qualitative surveys can be conducted online, which was a fundamental characteristic
required to conduct research during the pandemic.

Participants received a link to the online survey and, following a brief description of the
study and the provision of informed consent, they were asked to complete the online
survey. This was divided into three sections: (a) sociodemographic information, (b) in-
formation on the sport practiced (e.g., type of sport, level of activity), and (c) information
on the use of goal setting before and after COVID-19 lockdown. The open-ended ques-
tions in the latter section asked participants if they made use of goal setting strategies
before and after the COVID-19 emergency, what their goals were before lockdown, if
they had to change them, and how they had changed.

Data Analysis

We conducted a reflexive thematic analysis [35] to examine the data collected, identifying
patterns in relation to the experience of goal adjustment for athletes and coaches in re-
sponse to the first COVID-19 lockdown in Italy. In line with Braun and Clarke [35], we
intended this approach as “creative, reflexive, and subjective, with researcher subjectivity
understood as a resource rather than a potential threat to knowledge production’ (p. 591).
In this sense, the qualitative analysis aims to reconstruct the processes of meaning mak-
ing, the data are positioned in a specific context, located in the story and in the stories of
those who tell the experiences.

Our analysis started from the initial research question, as its formulation highlighted the
aim to explore the experience of the participants and the criteria for sense-making, per-
ceptions, motivations, and points of view [36]. As part of a pre-analytic moment, we
adopted what Braun and Clarke [33] call a selective coding approach, in order to reduce
our dataset and identify analytic concepts we were looking for. Given our large sample
size combined with the method of data collection, we had participants who eloquently
answered our question, while others simply answered with a ‘No’. Therefore, when fo-
cusing on the experience of goal adjustment post-lockdown, we only selected the an-
swers that gave us more information, excluding 453 monosyllabic answers ‘No’ by ath-
letes and 575 by coaches. Still, it is important to highlight that a third of our sample
simply answered that lockdown was not going to impact their goals.

Once the dataset had been selected, FC and EDG started a process of prolonged data
immersion, while familiarizing themselves with the data. Moving onto the coding phase,
the ideas expressed that related to the research question were ‘labelled’ through the
whole dataset (athletes and coaches). The resulting codes were then examined and col-
lated in order to identify shared patterns of meaning (i.e., underpinned by a ‘core con-
cept’, [35, p. 593]. While generating these potential themes, attention was paid to those
that only related to codes from the athletes’ or the coaches’ responses. While these were
not many, we considered it could be an important aspect from an applied perspective to
ensure we highlighted any specific theme. Once candidate themes had been generated,
they were shared with the wider team that acted as critical friends. The group discussion
allowed the analysis to start being shaped not only in a data-driven way, but also —
thanks to the expertise of the team members — candidate overarching themes were iden-
tified using a theory-driven approach [33]. Following these discussions, themes were re-
viewed and adjusted, clarifying their hierarchical relationship, and then definitions and
names were created for each theme, paying attention to highlight the focus of each theme
and the ‘story” of each one, as well as how they related to each other in answering the
research question. The results of this analysis are presented in the following section, to-
gether with a thematic map that aims to summarize and clarify relationships between
overarching themes, themes, and sub-themes generated.

Quality criteria

To ensure rigor in the conduction of this study, from data collection through to repre-
sentation of results, we adopted a non-foundational approach [37], which lets go of the
idea of ‘universal criteria’ to judge the quality of qualitative research, and instead focuses
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on a study-specific list of ‘characterizing traits’ to ensure rigor and quality [38]. In line
with this approach, we selected five quality criteria from the list suggested by Smith and
Caddick [39]: substantive contribution, impact, width, coherence, and transparency.
‘Substantive contribution’ refers to the way we aim for this study to be useful in our
understanding of the experience of lockdown for athletes and coaches, helping to see
possible consequences and/or prevent further negative experience in future, and how —in
order to achieve this — we embedded our interpretation in existing research and theories.
With ‘impact’ we aim for the study to affect the work of sport professionals, encouraging
them to act in proactive and constructive ways to prevent — where possible — negative
situations. We also want to encourage researchers to look ‘across’ different areas of re-
search to transfer knowledge in order to support athletes in challenging situations. The
criteria of ‘width’ relates to the comprehensiveness of the data we collected. While rec-
ognizing the possible limitations of the chosen method of data collection, we are also
aware of the size of our sample, which allowed for richness in our dataset, and we also
strived to provide readers with thoughtful interpretations of the evidence. With regard to
‘coherence’, our work aims to present a meaningful picture of the phenomenon we
studied, both in relation to how our themes related to the research question, and to how
our interpretations integrate and add to existing research. Finally, we worked in order to
make our work ‘transparent’ through the use of several critical friends, who acted as
sounding board and ensured a depth of analysis, and also reflection and exploration of
alternative interpretations of our data. With these points in mind, we invite the reader to
explore our results in response to the research question, ‘"How has the first emergency
lockdown influenced athletes and coaches' experiences of goal setting adjustment?’.

3. Results

Following reflexive thematic analysis, we identified nine themes, organized underneath
three overarching themes. There are also four sub-themes that will be illustrated below.
Figure 1 provides a thematic map summarizing the results in response to the research
question, ‘How has the first emergency lockdown influenced athletes and coaches’ experiences of
goal setting adjustment?’. The three overarching themes — common to both athletes and
coaches - identified are: “Moving on toward new goals”, “Letting go of goals”, and
“Trying to hold on”.
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Figure 1. A thematic map representing the themes resulting from our analysis and their relation-
ship

Moving on towards new goals. This overarching theme focuses on those experiences of
athletes and coaches adapting their work, despite the challenging and unprecedented
situation they lived in. Participants identified alternative goals on which they were able
to focus, thus highlighting an ability for continuous growth.

Review and move on. For many participants lockdown was simply considered as an ob-
stacle (like an injury), which required them to review and adjust their plans and future
goals, without attaching any specific meaning/reaction to it. One athlete simply said that
their plan was to ‘change competitions — as the ones I wanted to take part in were can-
celled — and modify my conditioning’, while another mentioned the need to adapt to new
post-pandemic requirements, ‘I'll have to resize [my goals] based on what will actually
be allowed following this emergency’. For others the impact — and consequent need to
adjust — went beyond just reviews of calendars, for example one athlete said:

‘For now, my goals are to stay healthy — as I can’t go to the swimming pool or to the
physio like I was used to — and to stay fit. As per competitions, we’ll come up with a new
plan as soon as new dates will become official, both for international meetings, Olympics,
and Euros.

Coaches had similar thoughts, knowing they’d had to review goals based on their ath-
letes’ situation. For example, one coach said, ‘Yes, I will have to review everything based
on how gymnasts’ condition will be once back and on how the NGB will reprogramme
competitions’. For lower-level coaches financial aspects might also have been at stakes,
like for this coach, who explained:

‘Surely there will be an important decrease in athletes, and so for the moment I am just
waiting for the green light to start again, and then once I see how many girls I'll have
back, I'll plan what to do, but I am pretty sure I will organize a summer camp.’

Back to basics. Some of our athletes and coaches were able to appreciate the possibility of
focusing on process goals, going back to the basics of training, improving technique ra-
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ther than game, or simply going back to practicing sport just for the pleasure of it, rather
than trying to achieve something. One coach said, “We will organize training differently,
moving the focus away from performance’. Similarly, team sport coaches had to adapt to
the isolation, as one coach explained: ‘While we cannot work on the group, we are
training individual strength and skills’. This point was echoed by athletes, with one ex-
plaining, ‘I am focusing more on individual training, as I cannot count on the team now’.
One individual athlete explained their adapted approach: ‘I am maintaining the same
movements as in the practice, training in front of the mirror, visualizing different situa-
tions and doing preparatory exercises’.

This theme represents a more positive appraisal of lockdown, which is not seen as "hav-
ing to be negative", but almost as a respite from the non-stop performance culture of
sport. As some athletes explained, ‘I will train for fun and not with a competition in
mind’, and ‘I postponed everything. I am training anyway simply because I enjoy it’.

Looking forward. This theme refers to those athletes who adapted their goals by focusing
on the following season. While the focus of starting again, looking at the future appears
logical considering the circumstances, it was quite clearly represented by two contrasting
approaches, highlighted in the sub-themes below.

One step @ a time. This sub-theme identifies the idea that by focusing on the following
season, athletes/coaches had to take care of themselves/their athletes when engaging with
training again, increasing loads gradually, and even accepting to decrease the level of
their future goals. As one coach explained, ‘we will go back to a long-term planning’.
While another highlighted the adjustments needed:

‘We will have to let go of squad training sessions, as Nordic competitions are unlikely to
be organized. As soon as it will be possible to start again, I will have to start with training
sessions for members but with a slower and balanced intensity.’

These words were echoed by athletes, for example one said that it was important to
‘understand that once we will be able to go back [to training] lots of calm and patience
will be needed, both with regards to my body and to my performance’.

I want it all, I want it now. On the other hand, several athletes (and some coaches)
showed attitudes that fell completely in line with the performance narrative and domi-
nant values of "more is better", seeing an immediate increase in training and intensity as
fundamental to come back from lockdown. The emergency and the break that came with
it are almost not recognized, in a view that ignores anything that is not "the best" and
"winning".

Using metaphors related to war scenarios, one athlete said his goal was to ‘be ready and
with a knife between my teeth once everything will be over’, while others mentioned
having to ‘make up for lost time” and to ‘speed up improvement once I'll start competing
again’. These ideas were also echoed by a few coaches — in stark contrast with the views
represented in the previous sub-theme — stating that, ‘We will have to speed up our
rhythm as soon as we’ll finally be allowed to be back on the pitch’, or simply saying that
once back they’ll have to ‘pick things up where they left’, missing to acknowledge any
consequence — physical and/or psychological — of the pandemic.

More than sport. While the majority of participants’ focus was on training, when asked
how their goals would be adjusted after the lockdown, some athletes and coaches recog-
nised that at times sport is not the most important thing in life and other aspects need to
become a priority. This shift in focus and re-engagement with goals in different areas can
be heard in the words of this athlete, who simply said that ‘Nowadays there are things
that are more important than sport’, or that ‘I accept this situation. Health is more im-
portant’. Similarly, coaches also saw this suspension in time as an opportunity for per-
sonal development, as one coach explained: ‘I will complement my [now part-time] job
with new personal goals, like a master’s degree’. Keeping a focus on their athletes” goals
instead, one coach highlighted all the aspects impacting new planning: ‘Before I can de-
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cide on new goals, I will have to evaluate - once the emergency is over — in which condi-
tion my group will be, physically, mentally, but also logistically’.

Psychological care. More specifically, many coaches' focus was on the effects of the stop
on the mindset of their athletes. The importance of working on mindset, increasing mo-
tivation, and focus on team building is brought to the forefront, not just from a perfor-
mance perspective, but from a more holistic one, highlighting qualities of care in the
coach-athlete relationship. Several coaches’ responses focused on this aspect, explaining
that they were ‘keeping the team together from a distance and making them feel I am
there, and I care’, how ‘now the focus is ensuring their [young athletes’] wellbeing
through sport. Everything else can wait’, and ‘Now we need to stay in contact with the
athletes and not leave them alone’. Another coach highlighted their plan once going back:
‘[I will have to] reorganize the activities for when we’ll be back, focusing on rebuilding
the team and get athletes back to being used to train like they did before lockdown. Mo-
tivation and engagement will be fundamental. Personally speaking, I'd completely let go
of the idea of start competing as soon as possible, I don’t think it is necessary.’

Letting go of goals

This overarching theme presents the experiences of those athletes and coaches that real-
ized the unattainable nature of their current goals and were able to disengage from them,
avoiding negative consequences such as failure and low self-esteem. Yet, the disen-
gagement appeared to happen in two different ways, highlighted in the following
themes.

Letting go of dreams. For some participants, adapting goals meant having to let go of
plans and dreams they had; while a veil of sadness was apparent in the idea of letting go
on the other hand this seemed to leave space for future goals. For example, one athlete
explained that ‘For now, it's a one-year break and I am just training [with no specific
goal] and another one said, “Yes, my goals are cancelled at the moment, I am focusing on
health and fitness’. Coaches also recognized the need to restart, as one explained that
‘The NGB decided this for us, we are starting from zero again’. In some situations, this
also meant letting go of sport completely, considering retirement due to the forced stop
and its impact on their age/career. For example, one athlete said, ‘I think next year it will
be my last one as a player, mainly to help “bridging” the young ones into the older
group, and just focus my activity on coaching youngsters’.

The only goal is outcome. For many participants though, goals had to be changed be-
cause competitions had been cancelled and they identified goals with "competition". This
theme highlights the focus on performance outcome and a lack of understanding of dif-
ferent types of goals. This athlete’s perspective summarizes many participants” expressed
sense of frustration: ‘“There are no competitions, so this year is wasted’. While the nega-
tive effect a lack of goals might have on athletes” motivation is imaginable, it seemed even
worse when the same concepts were echoed in the words of the coaches, like the one who
said, ‘Competitions have been cancelled, so no goals anymore’, or the coach who ex-
plained:

‘We have to wait and see how the NGB will review the competition calendar. It might
even be that these Championships are cancelled, for now they are suspended. If they
confirm them, we'll try and prepare at our best’.

Trying to hold on

This overarching theme highlights the experience of those participants who struggled to
let go of their goal and instead somehow persisted with it. The idea of “giving up” has
often been depicted as negative in sport, with an unspoken concept of weakness attached
to it. While holding on to previous goals does not need to be considered a priori as nega-
tive, the risk of frustration, loss of self-esteem and control in the face of unattainable goals
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that cannot be let go is present. The themes identified in our results highlight different
experiences of participants who were not able/did not want to let go of their goals and the
following effect.

Keep calm and carry on. Some of the athletes and coaches managed to stay in the present,
simply taking the experience day by day, trying not to worry for the future, in an ap-
proach that appears grounded, even if at times a little naive in the lack of adjustment of
their goals. While one coach mentioned, “We have to start from where we left so that we
can still reach our original goals’, others simply counted on the Summer ahead, men-
tioning they’d have to ‘work a few more weeks at the end of the season’ or ‘extend
training until the end of July’. One coach just said they aimed at ‘staying calm and wait-
ing for everything to be over’. In a similar vein, one athlete, when asked if they were
planning to change their goals, said, ‘It depends, we’ll see once this situation is over how
the year will continue. For now I just keep training and I don’t worry about it’, while
another one explained:

‘It depends, for the moment we just have to adapt to this situation in order to improve
our fitness (the only training doable at home) and understand when we will be able to go
back to normality. If we won't start playing again by mid-May or those competitions
currently suspended won't take place, then I'll have to change my goals’.

Mind your body. This athlete-specific sub-theme highlights a focus on staying in the
present, which appears to be related to nutrition, and how athletes know they have to
pay attention to it, considering their overall physical activity decreased. One athlete
mentioned, ‘I try to control more what I eat and train at my best at home’, while others
mentioned the need to ‘modify [my] eating plan’ and trying to ‘stay as fit as possible with
regards to weight’.

I can do this later (maybe...). Many athletes and coaches commented on the fact that
their goals only needed to be postponed. For example, one coach said, ‘Goals will simply
be postponed with an exam to next season’ and another simply mentioned that they
would ‘Keep the group training and just move the goals to next year’. Likewise, one
athlete explained, ‘My goals stay the same for now, and then I'll aim to get better and
better. I simply postponed the time when I will reach these and future goals’.

Yet, this often meant an impact on the psychological state of athletes, who worried about
lack of motivation, feeling of fatigue thinking about having to get fit again, or even being
afraid not to "make it" past lockdown. One athlete expressed their worry saying, ‘Today I
had to let go a little, I am afraid I won’t reach it [the goal] any longer, I am feeling very
negative and lonely in sticking to my goals’. Another athlete explained how,

‘goals stay the same but with parks being closed training for endurance running has be-
come impossible unless you have a treadmill at home! I hope the level of conditioning I
had achieved before won’t worsen too much’.

Stuck. Many participants described a very negative experience of lockdown, due to an
overall feeling of uncertainty, lack of control, and impossibility to decide for themselves —
as the situation was bigger than them. The uncertainty in turn created negative feelings of
loneliness, missing teammates, frustration, sense of being lost, lack of control. For exam-
ple, one athlete explained, ‘I cannot know when this will be over, I cannot know which
other goals might be reachable and which will be the criteria to access these goals’. This
athlete also highlights the misconception of seeing competitions as the only goals. An-
other athlete, still holding on to his goal, shows a sense of uncertainty saying, “The goal of
winning one competition remains, but there is less time to get into the top 15 athletes, and
so I am not sure I'll be able to achieve my goal’. The sense of depending on others” deci-
sion was impending on many, for example one athlete said ‘My goal is linked to external
factors on which we have no control at all, and so everything depends on that'.
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Similar feelings of uncertainty and lack of control were presented by coaches, with one
saying, “We are waiting for the NGB to decide’, while another one lamented that ‘The
championships starting again or not is not on me’ and one also explained that ‘I don’t
even know if we’ll be allowed to conclude our season, so as of today it is impossible for
me to even think about how I could modify the goals’.

4. Discussion

The aim of the present study was to investigate how the first emergency lockdown in-
fluenced Italian athletes” and coaches' experiences of goal setting adjustment. Specifical-
ly, we examined whether and how they changed goals due to the closure and post-
ponement of sports competitions, and to the prolonged, ‘draconian’, Italian lockdown.
While it is renowned that effective goal setting can help athletes and coaches in a healthy
pursuit of excellence [14], the data collected in this study highlight the challenges en-
countered in determining foreseeable goals due to the current uncertainties and confu-
sion associated with the pandemic [20]. While this situation was certainly true at the time
of data collection (i.e., Spring 2020), we are aware that this feeling of uncertainty is likely
to be extended for a long time [40], therefore results from this study are not just useful to
understand ‘what happened’, but have the potential for impact on athletes” and coaches’
lives nowadays.

Our findings highlighted three overarching themes, in response to goal adjustment:
“Moving on toward new goals”, “Letting go of goals”, and “Irying to hold on”. These
themes align with existing literature on goal setting, and specifically with Ntoumanis and
Sedikides’ [7] tripartite model of goal striving. In this model, the authors explain how the
constructs of goal reengagement, goal disengagement, and goal persistence are influ-
enced and affect emotional, cognitive, and performance consequences. These processes
are reflected in the themes identified in this study. For example, when “Moving on to-
ward new goals”, participants highlighted an ability to self-regulate, identify alternative
goals, and consecutively engage in actions to achieve the new/revised goals. The theme
‘Back to basics’ specifically highlights how participants’ solution to move on was to re-
focus on process goals. Indeed, from an applied sport psychology perspective process
goals help athletes to maintain attentional focus, however some athletes may need to
develop process goals around maintaining motivation when it comes to certain exercises,
and it can also increase effort and enjoyment [41].

However, there have been relatively few empirical studies in sports which directly
compared the differences between process, performance, and outcome goals [42]. This
lack of studies was surprising since these goals seem to be commonly discussed in this
context (e.g. coaches encouraging athletes to ‘focus on the process’). A potential reason
for this paucity was argued by Filby et al. [43], suggesting that examining the differences
between goal types might be trivial in applied sport settings, since successful athletes
often incorporate a combination of process, performance, and outcome goals. However,
achieving process and performance goals is under athletes” and teams’ control, and this
control could help them to reach their goals in the future [14]. According to Healy and
colleagues [44], the ability to evaluate and change goals is linked to the ability to over-
come a failure or a difficult period, such as the one that athletes and coaches experienced
during COVID-19 lockdown. To avoid negative feelings, follow-up and goal evaluation
should be done throughout the season, and not only at the end of it. In this way, the
progress toward each goal can be consistently monitored, and the action plan adjusted
when needed [10, 11, 14, 45], even in situations of forced stop such as in the current
pandemic.

Athletes’ and coaches’ adoption of a “Letting go of goals" approach resonates with the
idea of goal disengagement, which Wrosch and colleagues [46] defined as a
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self-regulatory process through which a person withdraws their efforts from a goal that is
recognized as out of reach. Several researchers reported beneficial effects of goal disen-
gagement (e.g., avoiding psychological distress of failure, improving subjective wellbe-
ing; 47, 48]. Nonetheless, while goal disengagement is not a negative approach in itself,
our results highlighted how - for many participants - goals became unattainable as a
consequence of an imperfect goal setting strategy before the health emergency, with a
predominance of outcome goals being set. The literature on goal setting in sport has in-
stead highlighted the combination of process, performance and outcome goals as the best
strategy [43]. For example, Burton [49] found that setting a performance goal in combi-
nation with an outcome goal resulted in superior performance than setting an outcome
goal alone. If an outcome goal requires several months to complete, it would be useful to
define what should be achieved half-way through the process. The decision to let go or
postpone goals may have had a significant impact on athletes or coaches, for example,
some of them could have lost athletic identity, motivation, and meaning [50], considering
a premature retirement to escape the overwhelming physical and mental requirements
associated with the undue year of preparation [20]. Moreover, Ruffault et al. [51], during
the COVID-19 lockdown, highlighted lower motivation scores, for example, for athletes
without a specific training program. If we consider these findings in comparison with our
results and in the framework of the goal setting theory, we shall remember that the
specificity and precision, with which we define a goal, are crucial for the quality of the
performance, as well as for the allocation of attention and the necessary motivation [42,
52]. Moreover, in their recent review, Jeong et al. [15] reminded that Locke and Latham
[11] suggested that goal specificity should be combined with goal difficulty for effective
goal setting.

Our third overarching theme, “Trying to hold on”, reflects Ntoumanis and Sedikides [7]
concept of ‘goal persistence’. These authors explain how this regulatory response — which
influences goal attainment, as well as affective, cognitive, and performance consequences
— is affected by individual differences and traits. This point is clearly mirrored in the
themes identified in our analysis. On one hand, the theme “Keep calm and carry on”
represents those participants who were able to set up an appropriate goal setting strategy
before the emergency, and therefore during the lockdown were able to stay focused on
their previously set goals, without having to face the need to review them yet. On the
other hand, “Stuck” and “I can do this later (maybe...)” portray a less positive experi-
ence, characterized by uncertainty, confusion, and stress.

The feelings of uncertainty described above may lead to increased psychological distress
in both athletes and coaches [53, 54]. For example, Pillay et al. [55] revealed that in this
period many athletes reported feeling depressed (52%) and have struggled to keep
themselves motivated to exercise (55%). Ruffault and colleagues [51], partially confirm-
ing the results from di Fronso and colleagues [53], have registered higher levels of anxi-
ety for females, younger athletes, athletes practicing and competing at the highest level,
and athletes without a training program during the lockdown. To cope with these feel-
ings and maintain a high level of well-being, some psychological interventions have been
implemented around the world during the pandemics, such as webinars and training
online, see for instance [56, 57, 58].

Moving our interpretation of results beyond goal setting theories and framework, two
themes and their sub-themes appeared to be of interest when trying to contextualize this
study in the broader sport context. Among those participants whose approach fell under
the “moving on” process, many mentioned the idea of focusing on the following season,
the return to sport as we knew it. Yet, two very distinct approaches to this new season
were identified, “I want it all, I want it now” and “One step @ a time”. The former theme
could be seen as expressing values that studies in the narrative inquiry tradition recog-
nize as reflecting what is called a ‘performance narrative’ [59]. This narrative reflects a
‘no pain, no gain’ and ‘more is better’ approach, where limits are ignored and sacrifice is
seen as the only way to be an athlete. “One step @ a time” instead resonates with values


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202201.0416.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 27 January 2022 doi:10.20944/preprints202201.0416.v1

recently identified in a study by Everard and colleagues [60], looking at injury experi-
ences of track athletes. One of the narratives identified, the ‘longevity narrative’, sees a
progress from a decrease to an increase of training intensity and wellbeing, which reflects
plans and expectations in our participants’ responses. Moreover, the theme “More than
sport” could be seen as reflecting some values of narratives such as ‘discovery narrative’
or ‘more to me narrative’, where participants recognized that sport is not the beginning
and end of everything, with other things having priority at times [59, 60]. This was par-
ticularly important from an ethics of care perspective [61], when coaches specifically kept
their athletes” mental health post-emergency in higher consideration compared to fitness
level and performance outcomes.

Data collected through a qualitative survey and analyzed using thematic analysis cannot
be said to represent cultural narratives. Nevertheless, similarities reflected in the re-
sponses of our participants and existing research on injury and athletic identity can il-
luminate how these findings can be generalized beyond the historically-bound experi-
ence of the pandemic. Smith [62] discusses generalizability of qualitative research, and
we believe this study could be generalized in two ways. Firstly, through naturalistic
generalizability (i.e, when research resonates with the reader’s experience), as sport
professionals could recognize their own experience in the themes identified and therefore
be able to apply goal setting strategies in more effective ways. Secondly, these results
could be transferred to contexts beyond the pandemic one, for example to understand
goal adjustment following injury or non-normative transitions, in line with the concept of
transferability (i.e., a process that occurs when results from one setting are applied to a
different one; [63]).

Our study has some limitations that future research should consider. First, the voluntary
participation in an online self-report evaluation might have excluded those who have lost
motivation and disengaged from their goals; moreover, not all participants fully en-
gaged themselves in the process, giving partial or incomplete answers. Second, we did
not investigate whether the participants in our study were supported in redefining the
goals during this period. Indeed, they could have asked for the support of other team
members and staff, because attenuating the social distancing [64] and sharing responsi-
bilities could be beneficial in coping with adversities [65]. Future research should also
evaluate coping strategies used to deal with stressful events that could be associated with
setting new goals. For example, Oblinger-Peters and Krenn [20] showed that many ath-
letes and coaches viewed the postponement of competitions as a chance for pursuing
complementary interests beyond sport, for improvement and recovery, demonstrating
their ability to cope with adversity. Likewise, the level of perceived stress related to re-
turn to sport and goals definition could also be investigated. Finally, further research
should also consider that those who experience COVID-19 related loss and grief might be
susceptible to a range of psychological symptoms, like potential modifications in their
identity and motivation, both in life and in the sport domain, leading them to a lack or an
incorrect definition of their new goals [20]. Derived insights could ultimately facilitate the
development of effective psychological approaches to support athletes and coaches in
their personal commitment in sport and life in general.

5. Conclusions

Notwithstanding the limitations mentioned above, to our knowledge, this is the first
study that investigated goal setting and goal adjustment during a prolonged lockdown,
lasting about 2 months, adopting a qualitative approach. It reinforced the notions that by
making detailed plans, having concrete training programs to follow, setting performance
and process goals to strive for, athletes and coaches could be able to regain more control
over their daily structure and athletic life [20]. Also, it is vital that coaches consider how
their behavior can promote adaptive goals striving, both through redefinition of few
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specific goals (process- and performance-oriented goals), as well as through their eve-
ryday engagement and communication with their athletes [14, 66]. Indeed, coaches have
a key influence in the goal setting process [44], however, there is little evidence to support
that assigned goals result in greater goal achievement than self-set or participatively-set
goals [15]. Therefore, according to the self-concordance model [16] coaches should pro-
vide appropriate feedback regarding goal progress, guiding effort and mobilizing re-
sources to the desired goal. In this way, coaches can facilitate optimum goal striving
and well-being in their athletes [17].

This study advances our theoretical understanding of the use of goal setting in periods of
outbreak, illustrating how athletes and coaches at different levels reframed their goals.
From an applied perspective it offers an insight on the priorities in reframing process,
performance, and outcome goals, highlighting the important role played out by process
goals during times of forced reduced training regime. While this knowledge can be use-
ful in case of further outbreaks, it can also be transferred to other sport scenarios where
athletes (or coaches) are forced to stop/slow down their training (e.g., injury).
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