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A B S T R A C T

Objectives: With a view to understanding and explaining human behavior, Bandura developed social cognitive theory (SCT; 1986, 2001). This theory articulates the
causal mechanisms through which efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, sociostructural factors, and goals influence behavior. The purpose of this review is to
critically appraise the current state of knowledge in the physical activity domain, as it relates to the core tenets of Bandura’s SCT, and in particular those aspects of
the theory that have received less attention.
Method: A state-of-the-art review.
Results and conclusions: The review highlights five major critiques and contentions related to SCT, and also provides an overview of the legacy of this framework
within the physical activity domain. Implications for theory refinement, future research, and knowledge mobilization are discussed.

Albert Bandura’s (1986, 2001) social cognitive theory (SCT) re-
presents one of the most studied theories in the field of psychology,
with applications in contexts as diverse as education, healthcare, re-
habilitation, the legal system, business, and indeed sport and exercise.
It is positioned as a theory of human behavior with integrative princi-
ples of broad applicability (Bandura, 1998). Based on his work on SCT,
Bandura is generally considered one of the most eminent psychologists
of the modern era (Diener, Oishi, & Park, 2014). His seminal book
‘Social Foundations of Thought and Action’ (1986), in which he mapped
out the central tenets of SCT, represents one of the most cited works in
psychology (Diener et al., 2014). At the time of writing this article,
Bandura’s 1986 book had received over 75,000 citations (Google
Scholar, September 2018). Bandura’s (1986) SCT evolved out of what
he had earlier labelled social learning theory (Bandura, 1977b; Bandura
& Walters, 1963); with time, however, he considered the ‘learning’ label
to be too narrow and took the position that it in fact did not capture
several aspects of his theory (1986). By way of framing SCT, Bandura
(1986) noted that “the social portion of the terminology acknowledges
the social origins of much human thought and action; the cognitive
portion recognizes the influential causal contribution of human thought
processes to human motivation, affect, and action.” (p. xii).

As a core contention of SCT, Bandura (1986) suggested that human
behavior, personal factors (including cognition), and environmental
factors both influence and are influenced by each other, within a fra-
mework of reciprocal determinism that he termed triadic reciprocal
causation. Within SCT, self-efficacy, which represents a person’s beliefs

in their capabilities to perform given behaviors (Bandura, 1997), is
considered to be the focal determinant of task-oriented behavior
(Bandura, 2004). The vast majority of research in the physical activity
domain (sport, exercise, rehabilitation) that has utilized SCT has fo-
cused on the determinants and effects of efficacy beliefs in their various
forms (Feltz, Short, & Sullivan, 2008). In this paper we provide a state-
of-the art review (see Grant & Booth, 2009) of SCT as it relates to re-
search on physical activity, by examining recent advances (and con-
tentious issues) as they relate to self-efficacy, but also other aspects of
the broader theory that have received less attention. We also examine
the various contributions of SCT to the field of sport and exercise
psychology, both in terms of understanding the various causal me-
chanisms (i.e., mediators) of physical activity behavior, as well as im-
plications for application and intervention.

1. Social cognitive theory: a brief synopsis of core tenets

SCT has been used to understand the etiology of a diverse range of
human behaviors in a variety of settings that include risk taking
(Roberts & Fillmore, 2017), phobias (Williams, 1995), leadership
(Dominick, Squires, & Cervone, 2010), group behavior (Tasa, Taggar, &
Seijts, 2007), parenting (Merrifield, Gamble, & Yu, 2015), and societal
violence (Card, 2011), to name but a few. In this paper we focus on
physical activity behavior from the perspective of SCT, which includes
both achievement-striving in sport settings, as well as health-striving
behavior in terms of exercise pursuits. It is beyond the scope of this
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paper to review the entirety of SCT (this is done extensively elsewhere;
see Bandura, 1986, 1997, 2001); however, below we provide a brief
synopsis of the key tenets of this framework as they provide important
frames of reference when considering recent tests and critiques of this
theory, as well as contentious issues and contemporary debates.

As a key proposition within SCT, Bandura (1986) posited that while
people are influenced by, and react to, their social and built environ-
ment, they are also capable of, and regularly engage in forethought,
self-regulation, self-reflection, vicarious learning, and innovation
through generative imagination and communication. As we illustrate
later in this paper, these advanced human capabilities shape down-
stream psychological processes and represent viable targets for inter-
vention, which in the context of this paper involves promoting the
adoption and maintenance of health-enhancing physical activity as well
as performance-oriented behavior in sport. SCT represents a causal
model, in which self-efficacy is posited to affect human behavior both
directly and indirectly via other mediating processes (see Fig. 1), that
include outcome expectations, sociostructural factors, and goals
(Bandura, 1997, 1998, 2004). According to Bandura (1997) efficacy
beliefs are key to human agency, with self-efficacy theory (Bandura,
1977a, 1997) representing the primary sub-theory of SCT, that itself
explicates both the structure and causal sources of those efficacy beliefs.
With regard to structure, self-efficacy beliefs vary according to their
‘level’, ‘strength’, and ‘generality’ (Bandura, 1997). People are often
required to perform tasks of varying levels of difficulty (from easy to
hard) or complexity (from simple to complex), and in so doing they
form beliefs in their capabilities to perform these tasks at these different
levels. Strength of belief corresponds to the certainty of one’s cap-
abilities to perform at a given level, which may range from being highly
confident to very low in confidence. Finally, generality refers to the
extent to which efficacy beliefs generalize from one context or domain
to another. For example, some types of efficacy belief might transfer
well from one setting to another (e.g., confidence to windsurf trans-
ferring to confidence to kiteboard), whereas for others, especially
where the skill-sets or competencies are highly incongruent, a person’s
beliefs about given capabilities might not transfer so readily (e.g.,
confidence playing chess to playing a musical instrument).

Self-efficacy beliefs are bolstered or undermined as a result of the
presence or absence of several sources that include past mastery ex-
periences, modeling (or vicarious experiences), verbal persuasion,
mental imagery, as well as perceptions of one’s emotional and physio-
logical states (Bandura, 1977a, 1997; Maddux, 1995). An extensive

body of both observational and experimental research has provided
evidence for these six theoretical sources acting as substantive con-
tributors to one’s perceived capabilities in both sport and exercise set-
tings (for a review see Jackson, Beauchamp, & Dimmock, in press). In
sport and exercise, several forms of efficacy belief are relevant to fos-
tering motivational and behavioral outcomes. Much of the early work
in the physical activity domain focused on examining the predictive
effects of task self-efficacy, which typically involved examining beliefs in
one’s capabilities to perform the motor tasks or sports skills required for
successful sport performance (Moritz, Feltz, Fahrbach, & Mack, 2000).
Subsequent work, however, especially in the exercise domain examined
the importance of efficacy beliefs associated with self-regulation. The
importance of self-regulatory efficacy (also referred to as coping efficacy;
Schwarzer & Renner, 2000) was highlighted by Bandura (1997) who
contended that for many health-enhancing behaviors (e.g., exercise),
the key issue is not whether one can perform the behavior occasionally,
but whether one can regularly maintain those behaviors over time in
the face of various barriers, obstacles, and other competing demands.

With recognition that people rarely perform their daily tasks and
activities in isolation, but in social and interdependent settings, self-
efficacy theory also explicates a range of efficacy beliefs that emerge
and exert influence within relational and indeed group settings. For
example, work by Feltz and her colleagues (Feltz, Chase, Moritz, &
Sullivan, 1999; Myers, Vargas- Tonsing, & Feltz, 2005) highlights the
salience of coaching efficacy, which involves coaches’ confidence in
their capabilities to support the training and development of their
athletes (see also Boardley, 2018). Similarly, in many walks of life,
people are reliant on other proxy agents to help them achieve their
goals or objectives. In the physical activity domain, this might involve
having a personal trainer or exercise instructor creating the conditions
necessary to enable regular and enjoyable exercise, or a coach facil-
itating the development of a young aspiring athlete. In such settings,
confidence that exercisers and athletes hold in these proxy agents to
help them achieve their goals, otherwise known as proxy efficacy, en-
ables them to accomplish their goals (Bray, Shields, Jackson, & Saville,
2014). Finally, when people are engaged in conjoint/group activities
such as those that exist within sport teams, their beliefs in their col-
lective capabilities, or collective efficacy, enable them to harness their
collective resources for optimal conjoint functioning and team perfor-
mance (Feltz & Lirgg, 1998).

As Fig. 1 illustrates, a strong sense of efficacy influences the out-
comes people envision, the goals they set, and indeed behavioral

Fig. 1. Structural paths of influence articulated within social cognitive theory. Source: Bandura, A. (2004). Health promotion by social cognitive means. Health
Education & Behavior, 31, 143–164. Reproduced with permission by Sage Publishing.
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engagement (Bandura, 2004), which in sport and exercise settings
corresponds to improvements in exercise adherence behaviors (Bauman
et al., 2012) and sport performance (Moritz et al., 2000). With regard to
outcome expectations, Bandura (1997) posited that when people dis-
play a strong sense of personal efficacy (e.g., confidence to complete
five bouts of health-enhancing activity per week for 10 weeks) they
subsequently envision positive outcomes for themselves, which can be
physical (e.g., improvements in fitness anticipated to derive from reg-
ular physical activity), social (e.g., anticipated social interactions with
others derived from improved personal fitness), and self-evaluative
(e.g., expectation that being regularly active will improve one’s abilities
to deal with job stress) in nature. With regard to goals, Bandura (1997)
contended that when people are more efficacious in their own cap-
abilities they set more challenging goals, are more committed to those
goals, and exert greater efforts in pursuit of those goals. With respect to
sociostructural factors, Bandura (2004) contended that those with a
strong sense of self-efficacy appraise obstacles and barriers, as well as
the self-management facilitators available to them, differently to those
with a depleted sense of self-efficacy. Specifically, they persist in the
face of adversity and utilize self-management skills to a greater extent
than those with low self-efficacy who yield to the challenge at hand
(Bandura, 2004).

As a final point on the tenets of SCT, and consistent with Bandura’s
(1997) concept of reciprocal determinism, the relations between the
focal variable (i.e., self-efficacy) in the theory and human behavior are
posited to be bi-directional (and recursive) in nature. That is, while self-
efficacy is considered a causal determinant of subsequent behavior,
those achievement behaviors are themselves subsequently positioned to
drive enhancement in efficacy beliefs (as a form or mastery enactment),
and so on and so forth. This recursive pattern can result in efficacy-
performance spirals, which can operate both upwards or downwards
(Lindsley, Brass, & Thomas, 1995). That is, increases in self-efficacy can
bolster human achievement which in turn can bolster self-efficacy (i.e.,
in an upward spiral). Similarly, depletion of personal efficacy beliefs
can hinder performance which thereafter can deplete self-efficacy, and
so on (in a downward spiral).

2. Social cognitive theory and physical activity: critiques and
contentions

Over the past four decades the sheer volume of research that has
taken a social cognitive perspective to understand and investigate the
determinants of physical activity behavior has been vast (for reviews
see Beauchamp, Jackson, & Morton, 2012; Feltz et al., 2008; Jackson
et al., in press). While much of this work has utilized correlational
designs, an increasing body of experimental evidence has accumulated
to provide good support for many of the theoretical postulates em-
bedded within SCT. Perhaps one of the greatest contributions of SCT,
when considered alongside the research applied to test its key princi-
ples, is that it provides several practical guides for application, inter-
vention, and even policy mandates. In order to fully appraise these
contributions, and to ascertain the validity and utility of SCT, it is also
important to examine some of the recent (and historical) critiques of
this framework alongside empirical evidence that challenges some of
the theory’s main tenets. We address some of these issues below.

2.1. Self-efficacy beliefs and goal pursuits

A key theoretical mediator within SCT that links self-efficacy beliefs
to behavioral accomplishment corresponds to goal setting (see Fig. 1;
Bandura, 1986, 1997, 2004). Research across life settings provides
support for this contention, such that people who are more efficacious
tend to set more challenging goals and persist to a greater extent in the
face of adversity (Latham & Locke, 1991; Locke & Latham, 2002, 2006).
From the perspective of SCT, Bandura (1997) contended that in the on-
going regulation of behavior the primary direction of causality involves

goals deriving from self-efficacy beliefs. Specifically, he stated that “to
judge personal efficacy from the goals one happens to select would not
only be a peculiar causal ordering but would carry heavy costs. People
do not chose the goal of swimming a treacherous body of water and
then wonder whether they have the swimming capabilities to reach the
opposite shore.” (p. 136).

When considering a person’s confidence to perform a task at an
elevated level of difficulty (i.e., task self-efficacy), such as in the above
example of swimming in treacherous waters, such directionality makes
sense. However, if one also considers typical health behaviors, such as
regular exercise or maintaining a healthy diet, that require self-reg-
ulation, goals can provide structure, personal feedback, and incentives
to bolster self-regulatory efficacy. As an explanation, Bandura (1997)
contended that if/when goals are socially assigned (i.e., prescribed by
significant others), these assigned goals can raise people’s sense of ef-
ficacy by virtue of conveying a sense of confidence (via verbal per-
suasion) in the other person’s capabilities. Such theoretical postulates
linking assigned goals to subsequent self-efficacy beliefs are also in line
with those of goal setting theory (Latham & Locke, 1991). However, it
should also be noted that when people set their own goals (i.e., self-set)
for physical activity they tend to increase their physical activity beha-
vior (McEwan, et al., 2016). This would suggest that, contrary to
Bandura’s (1986) contention, goal setting is able to derive effects on
physical activity behavior that are independent of the persuasory effects
derived from others prescribing those goals. It should be noted that
some evidence points to the limited capacity of goal setting to bolster
self-efficacy beliefs and physical activity behavior (Williams & French,
2011), with one review with older adults even suggesting that goal
setting may have negative effects for this population (French, Olander,
Chisholm, & McSharry, 2014). However, most reviews point to the
capacity of goal setting interventions to enhance self-efficacy and
physical activity behavior with different populations and across the age
spectrum (McEwan et al., 2016; Miller & Bauman, 2014; Samdal, Eide,
Barth, Williams, & Meland, 2017; Shilts, Horowitz, & Townsend, 2004).

Beyond the issue of ascertaining directionality between goal pur-
suits and self-efficacy beliefs, another of the core propositions articu-
lated within SCT (as well as within goal setting theory; Locke & Latham,
2002) for what effective goal setting entails has come under some
scrutiny in the physical activity domain. According to SCT, effective
goal setting necessitates the provision of goal specificity (Bandura, 1986;
Latham & Locke, 1991), whereby “specific goals serve to motivate the
unmotivated” (Bandura, 1997, p. 133). In workplace settings the effects
of goal specificity appear well supported (Locke & Latham, 2002). Al-
though such recommendations appear intuitively appealing for the
promotion of health-enhancing physical activity, with widely used
guidelines (including SMART goals) for physical activity promotion
embracing the importance of specific goals (e.g., Tinetti, Aanand, &
Dodson, 2016), recent evidence challenges this contention (McEwan
et al., 2016). In fact, in a recent meta-analysis of multi-component goal
setting intervention studies, McEwan et al. (2016) found that while goal
setting interventions were found to support improvements in physical
activity behavior (d=0.55), those medium-sized effects were observed
regardless of whether people set specific or vague goals (i.e., to just be
more active). That is, when people set vague goals they were subse-
quently no less active than when people set specific goals (either in
relation to absolute levels of physical activity or relative to their own
current physical activity levels).

While this finding appears at odds with Bandura’s (1986, 1997)
theorizing regarding goal specificity, this result does align with some of
Latham and Locke’s (1991) writing, in which they suggested that in
some circumstances, such as during the learning and pursuit of a new
activity, specific and challenging goals may be unhelpful and impair
behavioral accomplishment. McEwan et al. noted that the majority of
samples in their meta-analysis were insufficiently active (i.e., not
meeting current physical activity guidelines) at baseline, and so would
have been at the early stages of self-regulated learning at the beginning
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of their respective physical activity interventions/programs. Regard-
less, what these findings highlight, at a minimum, is the need to
question commonly held assumptions for ‘best practice’ that specific
physical activity goals are superior to vague ones in promoting health-
enhancing physical activity, especially for those who are inactive/se-
dentary and thus in most need of intervention (McEwan et al., 2016;
Swann & Rosenbaum, 2018). They also suggest that the mechanisms of
setting effective goals in the physical activity domain (at least with
previously inactive people) may operate somewhat differently to that in
workplace settings.

Nevertheless, what remains to be understood at this point, is why
vague goals result in comparable physical activity effects/benefits to
specific goals. It may simply be that the act of setting a goal (specific or
vague) provides a sufficient ‘cue to act’, and that increased levels of
specificity do not, among inactive people in particular, necessarily
augment (or bolster) that initial cue to act. McEwan et al. (2016) found
that goals were more effective when they included rewards, feedback,
or planning as supplemental behavior change techniques (Michie et al.,
2013), when compared to goals set without these behavior change
techniques. They also found that goal setting intervention effects were
observed regardless of whether goals were self-set, assigned by
someone else such as an interventionist, or if they were collaboratively
set.

2.2. Self-efficacy beliefs and outcome expectations: issues of directionality

The utility of a given theory is predicated on the extent to which
(high quality) data support its key tenets. As several authors have
emphasized, psychological theories should not be considered absolute
or unchallenged if empirical evidence suggests the need for theoretical
amendment (Rothman, 2004; Sniehotta, Presseau, & Araújo-Soares,
2014). It is with this in mind that this section is concerned with the
recent debate concerning the relationships between self-efficacy beliefs
and outcome expectations (Williams, 2010; Williams & Rhodes, 2016).

In both SCT and self-efficacy theory, Bandura (1977a, 1997) con-
tended (as illustrated in Fig. 1) that self-efficacy beliefs temporally
precede outcome expectations, but that a bidirectional relationship
does not exist (i.e., outcome expectations do not act as sources of self-
efficacy). According to Bandura (1977a, 1997) people envision certain
positive outcomes emanating from their behaviors only if they have the
perceived capabilities to perform those behaviors in the first instance.
Conversely, if they do not believe they have the very capabilities
needed to perform a certain behavior they will not subsequently envi-
sion positive outcomes deriving from that behavior. Support for this
contention, demonstrating self-efficacy as an antecedent of outcome
expectations (and thereafter physical activity behavior), is well docu-
mented (e.g., Gellert, Ziegelmann, & Schwarzer, 2012). However, as the
recent review and critique provided by Williams and Rhodes (2016)
highlights, some empirical evidence also points to expectations about
future outcomes as being a causal determinant of self-efficacy beliefs.
For example, in experimental studies when people are provided with
monetary incentives (to cease smoking or engage in basketball
shooting; Corcoran & Rutledge, 1989) or asked to envision the negative
consequences of a health-compromising behavior (i.e., smoking,
McDonald, O’Brien, Farr, & Haaga, 2010), their self-efficacy beliefs tend
to improve. In both examples, the manipulation involved targeting
outcome expectations (via incentives tied to the behavior and envi-
sioned health consequences, respectively) to achieve certain outcomes
and none of the theoretical sources of self-efficacy (as per Bandura,
1977a, 1997), and yet self-efficacy beliefs improved. These findings
suggest a potential need to re-conceptualize self-efficacy theory, with
outcome expectations positioned as an additional ‘source’ of self-effi-
cacy beliefs. In sum, it is plausible to suggest, based on emergent em-
pirical evidence, that SCT could/should be re-conceptualized to posi-
tion outcome expectancies as both a source and consequence of self-
efficacy beliefs.

2.3. The role of sociostructural factors in SCT

Within SCT, Bandura (1998, 2004) theorized that in order to
achieve meaningful behavioral change people need to overcome var-
ious personal, social, economic, and environmental impediments. Using
the context of maintaining health-enhancing physical activity as an
example, he explained that in order maintain an exercise routine one
needs to be efficacious in overcoming the various impediments such as
being fatigued, under pressure at work, and so forth (Bandura, 2004). In
addition to overcoming such personal and situational challenges, he
also suggested that people often need to overcome broader economic
and social impediments that derive from various ‘health systems’ and
lack of ‘health resources’. In the context of achieving an active lifestyle,
this might include the lack of opportunities from living in socially de-
prived neighborhoods or the absence of physical activity promoting
schools, families, and/or communities.

Although the role of social and environmental factors in supporting
both achievement and health-oriented behaviors is well established,
their role (and positioning) in the context of SCT requires critical re-
examination. Although people who are efficacious may well appraise
potential and situational impediments differently to those who are less
efficacious, in the manner articulated by Bandura (1998, 2004), there is
ample evidence that sociostructural factors affect physical activity and
other behaviors in a manner quite differently to that articulated within
SCT (see Fig. 1 and models presented in Bandura, 1998, 2004). Such an
analysis has implications not only for understating the causal ante-
cedents of human behavior, but also has important implications for
intervention. The theoretical positioning of sociostructural impedi-
ments as mediators that link self-efficacy to goal pursuits and behavior
change implies that the superordinate means of changing behavior re-
lies on fostering a sense of efficacy that thereafter cascades into changes
in (appraisals of) impediments and thereafter the achievement of the
target behavior. In doing so it diminishes the importance of (a) social
and environmental factors in causally influencing self-efficacy beliefs in
the first instance, (b) the direct effects of the social environment on
human behavior (unmediated by self-efficacy), as well as (c) factors
other than self-efficacy (e.g., autonomous motivation) that might ex-
plain the effects of the social environment on behavior.

Take for example Bandura’s (2004) writing where he suggests that
“some of the impediments to healthful living reside in health systems
rather than in personal or situational impediments. These impediments
are rooted in how health services are structured socially and econom-
ically.” (p. 145). In this case, it would not matter how confident a
person is in their ability to be healthy; it is highly unlikely that this
belief would change which health services are available or not to that
person. Rather, it is more logical that impaired health services (and/or
perceptions of those services) would causally affect that person’s con-
fidence to be healthy. Indeed, it is well established that the provision of
new health services in clinical settings results in improvements in pa-
tients’ self-efficacy beliefs (e.g., Cook et al., 2015). In such instances,
with the provision of new health services resulting in changes in self-
efficacy beliefs, this would suggest that sociostructural factors causally
precede self-efficacy. Indeed, recent work from the field of im-
plementation science points to the provision of physical and social
opportunities (akin to sociostructural factors in SCT) as having both a
direct effect on behavior as well as an indirect effect that is mediated
via people’s perceived and actual capabilities (Michie, van Stralen, &
West, 2011). In support of this, research from sport and exercise psy-
chology points to the role of various sociostructural factors as ante-
cedents of self-efficacy beliefs. These include neighborhood factors
(Voorhees, Yan, Clifton, & Wang, 2011), socio-economic status (Clark,
Patrick, Grembowski, & Durham, 1995), and teacher behaviors (Bourne
et al., 2015), to name but a few. When taken together, the extant evi-
dence would suggest that (perceptions of) sociostructural factors be
considered a consequence of elevated self-efficacy beliefs, as per the
tenets of SCT (in the form of appraisal processes), but also as notable
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antecedents within a social cognitive conceptual framework.

2.4. Within-person effects of self-efficacy: evidence of performance
buffering?

Within the field of preventive medicine, there has been a particular
increased recognition in recent years of the importance of examining
within-person effects and not just between-person effects in relation to
specific psychological events (Dunton, 2018). To illustrate, when a
collection of variables are measured across a group of individuals at a
single point in time, researchers are able to make (only) between-
person inferences regarding the phenomena under scrutiny (e.g., ‘re-
lative to the rest of the sample, people who score higher on self-efficacy
also appear to score higher on optimism’). When a group of variables is
measured over multiple time points, however, researchers can also
make inferences about within-person effects regarding these phe-
nomena (e.g., ‘when someone scores highly—relative to his/her own
mean score—on self-efficacy at a given point in time, s/he also scores
highly—relative to his/her own mean score—on optimism at that point
in time; an excellent review of these multi-level considerations is pro-
vided by Curran & Bauer, 2011).

With regard to understanding the effects of self-efficacy beliefs,
some evidence has emerged suggesting that the relations between self-
efficacy and performance outcomes might differ depending on whether
those relations are examined at the within-person or between-person
levels. At the between-person level, there is a robust argument—and
strong empirical evidence—that self-efficacy and performance are po-
sitively related to one another (see Feltz et al., 2008; Yeo & Neal, 2006).
It is highly likely, for instance, that a soccer player who scores
30 + goals in a season as an attacker for Manchester United will be
more self-efficacious (with respect to his offensive ability) than his at-
tacking teammate who scores no goals in the same number of appear-
ances. Similarly, a car salesperson who sells 60 cars in a month would
be expected to be more confident in their ability than a colleague who
sells only 3. To the extent that those examples hold true, one would
reasonably conclude that, across people, there is a positive association
between self-efficacy and performance. At the within-person level,
however, it has been argued, and now demonstrated repeatedly, that
the relationship between self-efficacy and performance over time may
actually be negative in nature. That is, if as a result of performance
accomplishments, a person comes to overestimate his or her efficacy
beliefs (or progress) relative to his or her own actual capabilities (or
progress), such within-person self-efficacy inflation might have a det-
rimental effect on subsequent performance.

The principle behind the potential negative within-person effects of
self-efficacy is grounded in control theory (Powers, 1973, 1991), in
which it is articulated that personal ‘resources’—such as effort and
motivation—are driven by the discrepancy between one’s current and
one’s desired state. As such, resource allocation is said to be at its
greatest when the discrepancy between current and desired states is
large. In instances where individuals overestimate their progress to-
ward their desired state (i.e., report an inflated or ‘overestimated’ self-
efficacy belief), this leads to a narrowing of the current–desired dis-
crepancy, and accordingly, results in the allocation of fewer ‘resources’
(e.g., reduced effort) toward reaching the desired state. To illustrate,
consider the hypothetical example of an athlete, who having performed
well one season (or on a prior team) receives considerable accolades,
from the media or influential others, and as a result, begins to over-
estimate their capabilities. In such an instance that overestimation of
capability may engender some degree of complacency in the player, and
result in (or align with) a downturn in performance effectiveness due to
the principle of diminished ‘resource allocation’.

In a series of well-conducted experiments, both within (Beattie,
Dempsey, Roberts, Woodman, & Cooke, 2017; Beattie, Lief, Adamoulas,
& Oliver, 2011; Beattie, Woodman, Fakehy, & Dempsey, 2016; Halper &
Vancouver, 2016; Woodman, Akehurst, Hardy, & Beattie, 2010) and

outside (e.g., Vancouver, More, & Yoder, 2008; Vancouver, Thompson,
Tischner, & Putka, 2002; Vancouver, Thompson, & Williams, 2001) of
athletic settings, this notion—and the ‘resource allocation’ principle
upon which it is founded—has now received relatively consistent sup-
port (see also interesting work on this issue by Schmidt & DeShon,
2010; Sitzmann & Yeo, 2013; Yeo & Neal, 2006). Moreover, it appears
that the negative within-person effects of self-efficacy may be most
likely when individuals perform within an ambiguous situation, such as
when there is little (clear) feedback regarding ongoing performance
(see, for example, Beattie et al., 2016; Halper & Vancouver, 2016;
Vancouver & Purl, 2017).

These findings appear to run contrary to SCT principles, and as a
result, Bandura has presented cogent arguments regarding the applic-
ability and theoretical robustness of these studies (see Bandura, 2012,
2015; Bandura & Locke, 2003; and for a more detailed overview of this
topic see Jackson et al., in press). First, it is important to note that the
premise upon which these findings are built may not be wholly in-
consistent with SCT. Bandura (1997), for example, advocated that a
degree of self-doubt may indeed be desirable for catalyzing effort and
practice specifically during learning or preparation in advance of an
activity (see, for example, Ede, Sullivan, & Feltz, 2017). In that sense,
Bandura (1997) has argued that SCT does in fact recognize that the
relationship between self-efficacy and performance may not always be
linear and positive in nature. Additionally, Bandura (1997) also iden-
tified important ‘qualifiers’ that, when present, may disrupt the theo-
rized (positive) association between self-efficacy and performance.
With particular relevance for the issues described above, Bandura noted
that self-efficacy may not drive performance achievements when per-
formance demands are ambiguous or not well understood and/or when
respondents have insufficient incentive to act in a given domain. Ac-
cordingly, a pervasive criticism of much of the work that has yielded
conclusions regarding the negative within-person (performance) effects
for self-efficacy is that the tasks used in those studies have been rela-
tively artificial or arbitrary in nature. It is interesting, therefore, that
when researchers have deliberately employed tasks that are meaningful
to—and encourage incentive to act among—participants, positive be-
tween- and within-person effects have been demonstrated for self-effi-
cacy in relation to performance (e.g., for squat performance among
collegiate American football players; Gilson, Chow, & Feltz, 2012).

Notwithstanding the debate that exists in this area, what is clear
from this work is that there exists a worthwhile avenue for further in-
quiry on this topic—to, at the very least, determine more accurately
under what conditions, and for whom, strong self-efficacy beliefs may
come at a cost. In addition, it would be particularly interesting, having
determined the situations in which these negative within-person pro-
cesses may be most pronounced, to develop and test interventions de-
signed to prevent and/or reverse such detrimental effects.

2.5. Assessment: are typical self-efficacy measures confounded?

As a complement to the critique that anticipated outcomes might act
as a source of self-efficacy beliefs (Williams, 2010; Williams & Rhodes,
2016), it has also been suggested that typical measures of self-efficacy,
especially those constructed in relation to self-regulatory behaviors
(e.g., exercising regularly, maintaining a healthy diet, smoking cessa-
tion, abstinence from alcohol), inadvertently assess motivation rather
than perceived capability (Kirsch, 1995; Williams, 2010; Williams &
Rhodes. 2016). Broadly conceived, motivation includes a person’s
wanting, desire, or intention to perform a given behavior; which from a
SCT perspective is based, in part, on expected outcomes (Williams,
2010). Bandura’s (2006) suggested methodology for assessing self-ef-
ficacy beliefs typically involves asking people about their confidence
that they “can” perform a specific behavior. According to Kirsch (1995)
and others, potential problems arise based on how people interpret
measures that ask them about the extent to which they ‘can’ or ‘cannot
do’ a particular behavior. This is nicely illustrated in the example
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provided by Williams (2010) related to a hypothetical single mother
who “may say that she “cannot” exercise 5 days per week because she
must care for her children, complete household chores, and work long
hours to have enough money for food and housing. Although most
would agree that these are good reasons for not exercising, they,
nonetheless, reflect a lack of motivation to exercise based on expected
consequences, including expectations that her children would be ne-
glected, her home would be in disarray, and she would ultimately lose
her job”. (p. 423).

In the context of appraising the physical activity literature, Williams
and Rhodes (2016) suggest that for behaviors that require certain
physical competencies or skills (e.g., completing a challenging gym-
nastics routine or completing a diving maneuver), such as those often
examined in sport, typical self-efficacy measures do assess perceptions
of a person’s actual capabilities, as intended. The (potential) problem of
self-efficacy items being confounded with motivation, however, is
particularly pertinent when assessing self-efficacy beliefs in relation to
behaviors that most/all people physically can do (i.e., they are under
volitional control) but require self-regulation to perform them re-
peatedly. That is, they tend to interpret the word ‘can’ (based on lay-
interpretations of the word ‘can’ rather than a literal interpretation)
with conceptions of willingness to perform the behavior based on pre-
vailing incentives and disincentives to act and not their capabilities that
they physically can perform the target behavior.

The results of a recent cognitive interviewing study that used a
‘think aloud protocol’ provided some evidence that some self-efficacy
items that were intended to assess self-efficacy tended to tap into
willingness (i.e., motivation) to some extent (Burrell, Allan, Williams, &
Johnson, 2018). In an experimental test of whether self-efficacy items
unintentionally tap into motivation in the context of assessing physical
activity behavior, Williams et al. (2017) examined whether placing
items that assess self-efficacy (“I can exercise …”) beside behavioral
intention items (“I will exercise …”) elicits different responses com-
pared to when participants are simply provided typical self-efficacy
items alone (i.e., without the side-by-side priming). The basis for this
contention was that if participants were provided with this side-by-side
presentation of efficacy and intention items this would lead participants
to more carefully consider the contrast between capability (as reflected
in the self-efficacy items) and motivation (as reflected in the intention
items). As hypothesized, participants reported higher levels of self-ef-
ficacy when items were provided in the side-by-side priming condition
than when self-efficacy measures were presented on their own, and this
effect held when controlling for baseline measures of intention. Of note,
the side-by-side priming only affected ratings of self-efficacy, but did
not have any effect on ratings of physical activity behavior or inten-
tions.

In a separate series of psychometric studies, Rhodes and colleagues
(Rhodes & Blanchard, 2007; Rhodes & Courneya, 2003, 2004), ex-
amined what happened to self-efficacy responses when motivation was
‘held constant’ by including the qualifier ‘if you really wanted to’ at the
end of those self-efficacy items. In the context of examining exercise
self-efficacy this might entail asking a question such as, “how confident
are you that you can exercise despite bad weather [if you really wanted
to]?” The results revealed that when self-efficacy measures controlled
for motivation, participants’ self-efficacy ratings increased and also the
correlations with intention measures became smaller. When these re-
sults are considered alongside the side-by-side priming results by
Williams et al. (2017), this suggests that typical self-efficacy measures
of self-regulated behavior (especially in relation to health-enhancing
physical activity behavior) unintentionally assess motivation, at least to
some extent. The consequences of this methodological artefact are not
trivial. As highlighted by Beauchamp (2016), if responses to self-effi-
cacy assessments are conflated with motivation, those concerned with
developing effective interventions might be impeded from fully un-
derstanding whether deficits in perceived capability or motivation are
responsible for a person’s failure to engage in the targeted health-

promotion behavior. At a minimum, research in this area points to the
importance of ensuring better precision in the development of self-ef-
ficacy measures, and that concerted efforts (e.g., using cognitive in-
terviewing in instrument development/refinement, controlling for
motivation within self-efficacy items) are implemented to ensure that
self-efficacy instruments purely assess perceptions of capability and not
conceptions of willingness.

3. Legacy of SCT in the physical activity domain

Balanced against some of the critiques highlighted above, it is
without question that SCT has left an indelible mark and considerable
legacy on the broad field of psychology in general, and sport and ex-
ercise psychology in particular. While the critiques highlighted above
point to the potential for theory refinement and methodological en-
hancement, many of the conceptual, empirical, and applied contribu-
tions of SCT have been quite pervasive, especially within the physical
activity domain. First of all, it should be emphasized that many pro-
minent theories of human achievement and health behavior that have
been utilized in sport and exercise psychology include an efficacy or an
efficacy-related component (Bandura, 1998). These include the theory
of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), health action process approach
(Schwarzer, 2008), goal setting theory (Locke & Latham, 2002), and
protection motivation theory (Rogers, 1983), to name but a few. Fur-
thermore, research conducted within the physical activity domain (and
beyond) highlights that efficacy beliefs matter. As one example, in a
prominent systematic review of review papers, Bauman et al. (2012)
found that self-efficacy was among the most consistent correlates and
determinants of physical activity behavior across the age span.

A major contribution of SCT is that it provides a parsimonious
conceptual model of human behavior that includes testable hypotheses.
For example, on the basis of consistent effects linking self-efficacy be-
liefs to sport performance (Moritz et al., 2000) and exercise adherence
behavior (Bauman et al., 2012), extensive research attention in sport
and exercise has been directed towards studying the extent to which the
six theoretical determinants of self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1977a,
1997; Maddux, 1995) predict, and causally influence, self-efficacy.
With a vast body of observational and experimental research supporting
those a priori relations (see Jackson et al., in press, for an extended
review), it is notable that this work has been extensively translated to
informing various practical applications. In the physical activity do-
main, these knowledge mobilization contributions range from in-
forming globally pervasive coaching and teaching practices in physical
activity settings (e.g., creating opportunities for early success/mastery,
use of role modeling), through to an extensive number of population-
level health-promotion campaigns (Craig et al., 2015; Leavy, Bauman,
Rosenberg, & Bull, 2014; World Health Organization, 2009). In sum,
SCT represents a theoretical framework that has received empirical
support for many of its tenets (notwithstanding those caveats high-
lighted earlier), and represents a practically useful basis for supporting
cognitive and behavioral change on a broad basis.

Another substantive contribution of SCT is that its core tenets not
only provide evidence for consistent effects across different domains of
human functioning, but have also proved useful in examining the social
cognitive determinants of novel behaviors. For example, given the
broad application of SCT across different settings, several researchers
have drawn from SCT in examining the various antecedents and con-
sequences of efficacy beliefs that exist within close relationships such as
those that exist between students and teachers, athletes and coaches, or
even between athletes in dyadic settings (Jackson, Knapp, &
Beauchamp, 2009; 2008; Jackson, Whipp, Chua, Dimmock, & Hagger,
2013). Similarly, when Guillén and Feltz (2011) sought to examine the
efficacy beliefs of referees in sport, this hitherto unstudied efficacy
belief (which they referred to as ‘refficacy’), was able to be guided by
the core tenets of Bandura’s (1997) model. In each case, the conceptual
foundations that relate to self-efficacy beliefs in general translated
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readily to examining these novel forms of efficacy belief. In a similar
regard, other researchers have sought to distinguish between efficacy
beliefs that emerge in relation to both adoption and maintenance be-
haviors, both of which are particularly applicable in the exercise do-
main (Schwarzer & Renner, 2000). In relation to other facets of SCT,
other notable extensions and tests of SCT within physical activity set-
tings have included work that has targeted the distinct effects of af-
fective versus instrumental types of outcome expectations (Gellert
et al., 2012). Affective expectations related to the anticipated enjoy-
ment that stems from physical activity, whereas instrumental expecta-
tions correspond to the perceived utility of the target behavior. For
example, among a sample of older adults, Gellert et al. (2012) found
that affective expectations (e.g., enjoyment) mediated the relations
between self-efficacy beliefs and physical activity behavior but instru-
mental outcome expectations did not. Again, the core tenets of SCT
were supported (with outcome expectations mediating the relations
between efficacy beliefs and physical activity behavior) while also al-
lowing for conceptual advancement in differentiating between affective
and instrumental outcome expectations.

A particularly insightful legacy of SCT corresponds to the contention
that people are able to engage in forethought and purposeful self-reg-
ulation to shape their own destinies. For example, people are able to
purposefully envision alternative versions of themselves (otherwise
known as ‘possible selves’) as a means to bolstering their physical ac-
tivity behavior (Murru & Martin Ginis, 2010). Interestingly, Murru and
Martin Ginis found that changes in physical activity behavior were
explained (mediated) by adults’ self-regulatory efficacy beliefs. In a
similar regard, the results of a recent meta-analysis provided evidence
that purposeful use of mental imagery, as a cognitive strategy, was
related to significant (albeit in the small effect size range) changes
physical activity behavior (Conroy & Hagger, 2018). Finally, a growing
body of work has highlighted that when people both envision their
desired goals for behavioral achievement against the barriers they need
to overcome, in a process known as ‘mental contrasting’ (Oettingen,
2012), this self-regulatory strategy has been found to be particularly
effective. This includes exercise settings, whereby the enactment of
mental contrasting has been found to be related to enhanced physical
activity behavior, especially when one considers the affective outcomes
(e.g., enjoyment) and obstacles associated with physical activity in-
volvement and not just the anticipated health-related outcomes (e.g.,
improved fitness) and obstacles (Ruissen, Rhodes, Crocker, &
Beauchamp, 2018).

4. Summary

SCT has provided the theoretical underpinning for a considerable
body of research over the past four decades. This framework has pro-
vided evidence for some of the psychological mechanisms that underpin
human behavior change. Nevertheless, in light of recent evidence that
challenges the directionality of some of the theoretical paths, as well as
a need to differentiate within- and between-individual effects, it would
seem appropriate to revisit and refine some of the tenets of the con-
ceptual model. In the words of Rothman (2004) from 15 years ago:
“although theories may fluctuate in their popularity, their properties
have remained strikingly static over time. I believe greater attention
must be paid to refining and, when necessary, rejecting theoretical
principles. For this process to take shape, there needs to be an on-going
series of exchanges between theorists and interventionists in which
theory is treated as a dynamic entity whose value depends on it being
not only applied and tested rigorously, but also refined based on the
findings afforded by those tests.” (p. 2). Given the pervasive use of SCT,
it is understandable that many scholars may be reluctant to revise this
framework but, if done, such work might better serve the needs of both
researchers and interventionists in the field of sport and exercise psy-
chology, and beyond.
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