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Note from series editors

The psychology of sport and exercise has an interesting history and has
its origins in biological sciences and the psychology of motivation. You
can see from a quick glance at the contents page of this book that the
topic has matured significantly from these beginnings. It is extremely
unusual now to find a sportsperson who is not connected professionally
with a sport and exercise psychologist, and those who prepare profes-
sionals and amateur sportspeople will find the psychology of sport and
exercise to be an important part of their own training.

David Tod, Jo Thatcher and Rachel Rahman are a formidable writing
team and have put together a book that manages to be interesting and
engaging while remaining well informed and carefully considered. We
approached them to write for this series because of their strong reputa-
tion, and their drive and passion for their subject. Where there is passion
for a subject there is motivation and an interested and interesting
perspective and we certainly see these in this book.

» Some of you will be reading this book in preparation for a university
course. It may be that you have chosen to study psychology, sport
science, physiology or perhaps sports therapy. The writing team
develop and deliver courses such as these and are aware of the
existing literature and the pressures faced by students. They have
produced a book to meet your needs.

= Some of you will be reading this book while at university. By now you
will have realized that reading lists are never terribly brief and you
will find other books identified as being worthy of your attention.
This book should certainly be one of the books you read. It is more
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than a gentle introduction to the topic and will form an invaluable
addition to your collection that we are certain you will return to
time and again.

w Some of you will be reading this book as part of a pre-university course
such as A-level. We know from experience that A-levels place unique
demands upon a student and those preparing students for the
examinations. Students should use this book to develop their
understanding and really stretch and challenge themselves to aim
for the highest marks possible. Teachers can use this book to better
develop the material available in their chosen course textbooks and
to encourage their students to really understand the topic with
up-to-date research and theory. The Reading Guide at the end of
the book tells you where different A-level specifications appear.

The courses upon which the material here is relevant are numerous
and growing, both in number and popularity. Psychologists, sociologists,
sport scientists, medics, sports therapists, physiologists and physiothera-
pists will all find useful information here. If reading because of an
interest in sport, either as an amateur or a professional, we are sure you
will find the approach interesting and instructive. We commend this
book to you strongly and are pleased to have it in this series.

NiIGEL HoLT AND RoB LEWIS
Series Editors
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Introduction

Jane is a coach for a secondary school female netball team. The team
has won its last five games. The players are talking about how they
must surely win the competition and they are the best team around.
Jane is wondering if the players are overconfident and how she might
change the players’ attitudes, especially as next month they will be
playing some of the better teams in the competition, against whom
her team have struggled in previous years.

Tom is in his early forties, and he has noticed he is putting on weight
and getting tired and out of breath each time he walks up a hill to the
building where he works. Although he played a lot of sport until his
mid-thirties, in the past few years he hasn’t played much or exercised
regularly because his job keeps him busy. He finds it hard to motivate
himself and believes that other people will think he looks silly if he
gets into workout clothes because of his weight. He isn't sure how he
can overcome his lack of motivation and worries about his appearance.

Gillian is an exercise instructor who organizes a community walking
programme for a local county council. Gillian notices that the majority
of walkers who come along each week are retired females. She would
like to find ways to attract a greater variety of individuals including
men and people of different ages and ethnicities to the weekly walks.

John plays football each week for a local club team. He is the team’s
centre forward and for the last few weeks hasn't been scoring many
goals. He has started to get nervous before games and finds himself
getting tense. He is worried that if he doesn’t start scoring more goals,
the coach will replace him with another player.

The situations above are examples of the types of issues that people
involved in sports, exercise or physical activity face in their personal and
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professional lives. The field of sport and exercise psychology provides
knowledge and strategies that may help the people above and others
resolve their issues and help themselves and others perform better, get
fitter and have more fun. In this chapter, you will learn a definition of
sport and exercise psychology, its scope and application, and how it is
underpinned by scientific knowledge.

In this chapter, we will examine:

= A definition of sport and exercise psychology

= The scope of the discipline

= The people who use sport and exercise psychology knowledge
= The scientific basis of sport and exercise psychology

What is sport and exercise psychology?

A common theme in the situations above involved the way people’s
behaviours, thoughts and feelings influenced their sport and exercise
participation. For example, John wanted to improve his performance
(behaviour), reduce his worries and negative thoughts (his thinking), and
lower his anxiety (feelings). Understanding people’s behaviours,
thoughts and feelings in sport and exercise contexts is one central focus
of sport and exercise psychology, which may be defined as the study of
people and their behaviour in sport and exercise settings (Gill and
Williams, 2008). We use the term ‘sport and exercise’ in this book broadly
and embrace all forms of physical activity, not just competitive sport or
fitness programmes at leisure centres. Other forms of physical activity
are included, such as informal non-competitive sports, outdoor pursuits,
and school physical education (PE) classes.

The discipline is an applied science, and a second central focus is the
application of sport and exercise psychology knowledge to help people.
Learning about people and their behaviour in sport and exercise, and
then applying that knowledge, can yield many benefits for various indi-
viduals. As examples, athletes might learn ways to improve their perform-
ances, enjoy their sports more, and live happier lives. Exercise
participants can use strategies to ensure they have more fun, stick to
their exercise programmes, and improve their physical and mental
health. PE teachers can use sport and exercise psychology knowledge to
help their students learn sports skills quicker, develop positive attitudes
towards physical activity, and learn life skills.
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When sport and exercise psychology is discussed in the newspapers,
on the television and the radio, it is often in relation to elite athletes, such
as people talking about why the English football team won or lost a recent
game, or explaining why British athletes have done so well at the latest
Olympics. Sport and exercise psychology knowledge, however, can assist
many people involved in sport and exercise, not just elite athletes. Male
and female athletes and exercise participants of all ages, abilities, ethnici-
ties and sexual orientations can benefit from sport and exercise
psychology knowledge.

The history of sport and exercise psychology can be traced back over
100 years, with the publication of the first recognized study exploring the
influence of other riders on individuals’ cycling times (Triplett, 1898).
Its emergence as a scientific discipline, however, occurred in the 1960s
and 70s, when it became a separate topic within the sport and exercise
sciences, typically called physical education at that time (Weinberg and
Gould, 2007). Since the 1960s and 70s, the sport and exercise sciences
and mainstream psychology have been the two major disciplines that
have influenced sport and exercise psychology. Table 1.1 lists some of the
areas in the sport and exercise sciences and psychology that have influ-
enced and continue to influence sport and exercise psychology. Knowl-
edge from both parent disciplines helps sport and exercise psychologists
to understand and help their clients in the most effective ways.

Sport and exercise science Psychology subdisciplines
subdisciplines

Exercise physiology Clinical and counselling psychology
Biomechanics Organizational psychology

Sports medicine Developmental psychology

Motor learning Personality psychology

Sport and exercise sociology Psychophysiology

Sport and exercise pedagogy Abnormal psychology

Coaching science Health psychology

Table 1.1 Subdisciplines in the sport and exercise sciences and psychology,
influencing sport and exercise psychology

Summary

Sport and exercise psychology involves the study of people and their
behaviour in sport and exercise settings. As an applied science, the disci-
pline also involves the application of knowledge to help people. The two
parent disciplines influencing sport and exercise psychology include
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mainstream psychology and the sport and exercise sciences. The benefits
of sport and exercise psychology are available for a range of people, not
just elite athletes.

<&> The scope of sport and exercise psychology

Broadly, sport and exercise psychologists are interested in two key
questions:

= How do psychological factors influence participation and
performance in sport and exercise?

= What are the psychological effects from participating in sport and
exercise (Williams and Straub, 2010)?

Examples of specific topics associated with the first question include:

= Do recreational runners improve their fitness levels quicker when
they set goals?

= Does self-confidence help weightlifters learn correct technique?

= Are any personality traits associated with sporting success?

Answers to these types of specific questions allow sport and exercise
psychologists to develop knowledge, strategies and interventions to help
people gain more benefits from their participation.

Examples of specific topics associated with the second question
include:

» Does participating in weekly aerobic classes reduce levels of
depression?

= Can sports like football, basketball and cricket teach people how to
work in teams?

» Do sports like rugby union and boxing teach people to be
aggressive?

Answers to these specific questions help sport and exercise psycholo-
gists discuss the value of sport and exercise for individuals, communities
and society.

To help appreciate the scope of the discipline further, it is useful to
discuss the three focus areas of the Association of Applied Sport
Psychology, one of the largest international professional organizations in
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the field. The three focus areas are health and exercise psychology,
performance psychology, and social psychology:

» Professionals in the khealth and exercise psychology focus area are
interested in applying psychological principles to the development
and maintenance of health-enhancing behaviours over the lifespan,
including play, physical activity and structured exercise, and the
psychological and emotional consequences of those activities.
Professionals are also interested in the role of exercise in disease
remediation, injury rehabilitation and stress reduction. Topics in
this book that might be related to this focus area include mental
health, physical health and drugs.

= Professionals interested in the performance psychology focus area are
interested in the research and practice related to performance
enhancement in exercise and sport. These individuals are also
interested in the effects of sport and exercise psychology
interventions on athletes’ and exercise participants’ wellbeing, for
example the influence of imagery on basketball free throw
percentages or the role of positive feedback on cardiac rehabilitation
patients’ exercise adherence. Examples of topics covered in this
book include self-talk, imagery and anxiety management.

s In the social psychology focus area, professionals are interested in the
individual and group processes involved in sport and exercise settings.
They also focus on the application of social psychological principles in
examining factors related to the sport participant, coach, team and
spectator. Examples of topics from the social psychology focus area
covered in this book include group cohesion and leadership.

Summary
Sport and exercise psychologists are interested in two key questions:

1 How do psychological factors influence sport and exercise
participation and performance?

2 What are the psychological effects of sport and exercise
participation?

The three focus areas of the Association of Applied Sport Psychology
include performance psychology, health and exercise psychology, and
social psychology.
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Who uses sport and exercise psychology
knowledge?

Sport and exercise psychologists use their knowledge of the discipline to
perform three major roles in their professional lives: research, teaching
and consulting. For sport and exercise psychology to be viewed as a cred-
ible applied scientific discipline, professionals need to conduct good
quality research and develop a body of knowledge that people in the
teaching and consulting roles can share with students and athletes
(Anderson et al., 2002). For example, professionals have conducted many
studies on the influence of imagery on motor skill learning and perform-
ance, and from these studies, theories describing why imagery can
improve motor skill execution and guidelines for helping people make
effective use of the technique have emerged (Murphy et al., 2008).

University lecturers, tutors at further education colleges and PE
teachers are examples of individuals who perform the teaching role. In
addition to helping people learn about sport and exercise psychology
knowledge, teachers motivate and inspire individuals to become involved
in the discipline and become the professionals of the future. For example,
a PE teacher might design a class to help students learn about the influ-
ence of imagery on motor skill execution.

Many individuals involved in sport and exercise have specific issues
and problems with which they need assistance, such as athletes who want
help managing anxiety or fitness instructors who wish to help clients
adhere to exercise programmes. Sport and exercise psychology profes-
sionals performing the consulting role provide assistance to help others
with their issues and problems. For example, a sport and exercise
psychologist might assist a beginning cricket player to use imagery to
help learn the forward defensive shot.

Sport and exercise psychologists may play each of the three roles during
the course of their professional lives. Being involved in one of the roles
might help people when they undertake another role. For example, a
person who conducts research on group cohesion in hockey may then have
the knowledge to help teams in that sport play together better and develop
camaraderie. As another example, people who consult with exercise partici-
pants might understand what types of research are worth doing.

There are other people who also use sport and exercise psychology
knowledge to help them in different ways. Examples include coaches,



