
C h a p t e r 1

Introducing sport
and exercise
psychology:
discipline and
profession

The bottom line is that this is a very mental game.
Everybody is strong, everybody is pushing hard. But the
difference between the top players is the mental ability to
cope with the pressure and hit the right shots at the right
time and stay calm in the moments when you need to
stay calm.

(Novak Djokovic, current world number 1 tennis
player; cited in Harman, 2009, p. 5)
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Introduction

Many prominent athletes and coaches believe that although sport is played with the
body, it is won in the mind (see Figure 1.1). This idea applies both to individual and
to team sports. To illustrate, consider what Tiger Woods, one of the greatest golfers
in the history of the game, said about the importance of the mental side of the game:

You have to keep pushing yourself from within. It’s not about what other
people think and what other people say. It’s about what you want to accom-
plish and do you want to go out there and be prepared to beat everyone you
play or face?

(cited in Gola, 2008, p. 5)

Similarly, the celebrated footballer Xavi Hernández (a World Cup winner with Spain
in 2010) revealed that when he joined Barcelona, “the first thing they teach is: Think,
think, think” (cited in Lowe, 2011, pp. 6–7). If mental processes are crucial for athletic
success, psychologists should be able to help sports competitors to enhance their
athletic performance by providing themwith practical advice on how to do their best
when it matters most. Influenced by this possibility, increasing numbers of athletes,

Figure 1.1 Sport is played with the body but won in the mind
Source: Courtesy of University College Dublin, Sport
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coaches and teams have turned to sport psychologists in an effort to gain a winning
edge over their rivals. For example, when Tiger Woods was only 6 years old, his late
father, Earl Woods, gave him an audiocassette containing inspirational affirmation
phrases (e.g., “I focus and give it my all”) which he would dutifully write out and pin
to his bedroom wall (Shannon, 2008). Although such an early exposure to mental
aspects of sport is unusual, the quest to increase psychological strength is apparent
in virtually all competitive games, it is especially evident in mentally demanding
individual sports such as golf. Not surprisingly, therefore, major championship
winning golfers such as Ernie Els (Aitken, 2008) and Pádraig Harrington
(P. Dixon, 2008) have acknowledged the contribution of sport psychologists to
their success in recent years. Interestingly, Phil Mickelson, one of the best players
in the world, has a degree in psychology. Also, according to D. Davies (2003), Davis
Love III, whose twenty wins on the PGA tour have earned him a lifetime exemption
from pre-qualification, has consulted up to three sport psychologists on a regular
basis! It would be wrong, however, to assume that athlete–psychologist consulta-
tions are always about performance enhancement. Thus Keefe (2003, p. 73)
suggested that one reason why so many professional golfers hire psychologists is
simply that they “need to tell their story to someone” who has little direct involvement
in their lives. Until recently, this idea that athletes have a story to tell in order to make
sense of their existence has attracted little research attention. However, with the
emergence of a new field of research called narrative inquiry in sport psychology
(see review by B. Smith and Sparkes, 2009), a set of conceptual and methodological
tools is now available to explore the “stories” of athletes’ lives.

Regardless of whether its origins are pragmatic or therapeutic, athletes’
interest in consulting psychologists is particularly noticeable at the elite grade of
sport performance where minimal differences exist between competitors in technical
ability and/or physical fitness (G. Jones et al., 2002). This observation is endorsed
by the former English tennis player Tim Henman, who proposed that “the mental
side is the difference between the top guys and the rest” (cited in Pitt, 1998a).
Perhaps more importantly, mental resilience can be developed through appropriate
practice and training. Thus Pádraig Harrington, a three times major championship
winner, said: “I know I can’t swing it well every day but there’s no reason why I can’t
think well every day” (cited in K. Morris, 2006, p. 24). Although anecdotal, these
insights into the importance of psychological factors in sport are supported by
scientific evidence. For example, research on the “peak performance” experiences
of athletes (S. Jackson et al., 2008; see also Chapter 4) as well as in-depth interviews
with Olympic champions (Gould et al., 2002b) indicate that mental toughness (to
be considered later in the chapter) and the ability to concentrate effectively are
among the factors which distinguish top athletes from less successful counterparts.
But apart from having some vague awareness of its importance to athletic success,
what do we really know about the “mental side” of sport? More generally, how did
the discipline of sport and exercise psychology originate? What type of work do
sport psychologists engage in with their clients and do their interventions actually
work? How can one qualify as a professional in this field? The purpose of this
chapter is to provide some answers to these and other relevant questions, thereby
introducing you to sport and exercise psychology both as a scientific discipline and
as a profession. Please note, however, that the emphasis in this book is primarily on
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the sport rather than the exercise components of this field (although the latter is
considered in Chapters 8 and 9).

This chapter is organized as follows. First, in this section, I introduce the field of
sport and exercise psychology. In the second section, I explore the mental side of
sport – paying special attention to two related terms that are widely associated with
athletic success: confidence and mental toughness. Interestingly, some researchers
(e.g., Vealey, 2009) believe that the key tomental toughness is a level of self-belief “that
is robust and resilient in the face of obstacles and setbacks” (p. 43). In this section, I
also discuss the factors that influence themental demands of a given sport. In the third
section, I briefly review the nature and history of, and research methods used in,
the academic discipline of sport and exercise psychology. The fourth section of the
chapter focuses on professional aspects of this field. Included here will be a discussion
of four key questions: What type of work do sport psychologists actually do? What is
the best way to deliver sport psychology services to athletes and coaches? How can I
qualify professionally as a sport psychologist?Where can I learnmore about sport and
exercise psychology? In the fifth section, I provide a brief evaluation of the current
status of sport and exercise psychology. This section considers not only the scientific
standing of this discipline but also people’s views of it. Finally, I suggest an idea for a
possible research project on the mental side of sport.

At the outset, however, some words of caution are necessary. From the initial
paragraphs, you may have assumed that sport and exercise psychology has a
single objective (namely, performance enhancement), a coherent identity (i.e., as an
accepted subdiscipline of psychology), clearly agreed academic pathways to profes-
sional qualifications, and an established role within the sporting community.
Unfortunately, each of these four assumptions is questionable. First, as we indicated
earlier, performance enhancement is not the only goal of sport and exercise psychol-
ogy. Since the late 1990s, this discipline has been concerned increasingly with the
promotion of health and exercise among people of all ages – whether they are athletic
or not (see Chapter 8). Also, sport psychologists have begun to apply their theories and
techniques to business (Ievleva and Terry, 2008) and to everyday work settings
(Gordon, 2008) as part of the burgeoning field of coaching psychology. Second, the
assumption that sport and exercise psychology is an applied field within the discipline
of psychology is only partly true – simply because not all sport psychologists
are professional psychologists. To explain, consider the case of sport psychologists
in the United States and United Kingdom. Although some of them belong to Division
47 (Exercise and Sport Psychology – note the prominence of “exercise” in the title; see
also Chapter 8) of the American Psychological Association (APA) and/or to the
Division of Sport and Exercise Psychology (DSEP) of the British Psychological
Society (BPS), others have an academic background in sport science and are members
of interdisciplinary organizations such as the North American Society for Psychology
of Sport and Physical Activity (NASPSPA) and/or the BritishAssociation of Sport and
Exercise Sciences (BASES) (these organizations are listed later in the chapter in
Box 1.3). Third, in view of this “twin-track” identity of sport psychologists, there are
several ways of qualifying professionally in this field (see details of professional
training routes in Eubank et al. 2009). For students of psychology, there are four
steps to becoming a chartered sport and exercise psychologist. First, one has to obtain
a BPS-accredited undergraduate qualification in psychology (i.e., by having a
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recognized undergraduate degree or a recognized graduate conversion course in this
subject). Second, one has to obtain a BPS-accredited master’s degree in sport and
exercise Psychology (or pass the BPS’s Stage 1 qualification. Third, one must obtain
either the BPS’s own Stage 2 Qualification in Sport and Exercise Psychology or a
BPS-accredited Stage 2 Qualification in Sport and Exercise Psychology. Fourth, one
can apply for registration as a chartered sport and exercise psychologist. Finally, and
perhaps most controversially, it is important to point out that sport psychology has
not always been welcomed or appreciated by athletes. In this regard, a number of
examples spring to mind from a variety of team and individual sports. For instance,
Pelé, arguably the greatest footballer of all time, was almost excluded from the
Brazilian soccer team that won the 1958 World Cup on the advice of the team
psychologist, Dr Joao Carvalho. Apparently, Carvalho considered Pelé to be “infantile”
and lacking in the fighting spirit that was required for the team’s success. Fortunately,
Vicente Feola, the manager of the team, ignored this advice and stated that “If Pelé’s
knee is ready, he plays” (Pelé, 2006, p. 8). More recently, Magnus Hedman, the former
Celtic goalkeeper, related a story about his first encounter with a sport psychologist
during his playing career:

The first thing he asked me was what I would do if I found an intruder trying
to break into my apartment – I told him that I would attack the guy and kick
him down the stairs. So he says to me “I want you to I imagine the penalty area
is your apartment and you have to kick out like that to protect your goal”.
I knew then that he had never thought about referees andme getting sent off in
every game I played for violent conduct. So, I decided to handle my own
problems after that.

(cited in Hannigan, 2003)

Also consider what Gary Player the golfer had to say about sport psychology:

When you need to out a two iron on the back of the green to win the Open, how
is a psychologist going to help you? If he hasn’t got the experience, what can he
tell you? I’m not totally against psychologists but you have to do a certain
amount yourself.

(cited in Buckley, 2005, p. 12)

Similar views were expressed by Butch Harmon, the golf coach who worked with
Tiger Woods for over a decade, who remarked of sport psychologists:

They may not be doing any harm but I fail to see what good they are doing.
When a player is facing a crucial shot and the red dot (camera) is trained on
him, alone, … where is the mental coach then?

(cited in Browne, 2008, p. 182)

Another pot-shot at sport psychology was taken by AndyMurray, one of the world’s
best tennis players, who said that a sport psychologist had approached him during
Wimbledon in 2006 and offered to help him with a book that the psychologist had
written on the mental side of tennis. His response was somewhat jaundiced: “I had
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the last laugh – I chucked it in the bin!” (cited in Harman, 2006, p. 67). Similarly,
consider the lukewarm views about sport psychology offered by Ronnie “The
Rocket” O’Sullivan, a three-time world champion in snooker, and arguably the
most gifted ball-potter in the game (e.g., he holds the record for the fastest maximum
score in snooker – 147 – achieved in five minutes and twenty seconds). Specifically,
he said “I tried a sports [sic] psychologist once and I never really got much out of it…
if you’re on, you’re on; if you’re off, you’re off and there’s not a lot you can do about
it” (cited in White, 2002c, p. 10). Unfortunately, this fatalistic view of his sporting
performance appears to reflect a deeper struggle that O’Sullivan has experienced
throughout his remarkable career – a volatility spawned by recurrent bouts of
depression (Everton, 2011). Thus he has revealed paradoxically that “I love the
game but I don’t really care whether I play or not” (cited in Everton, 2009, p. 12).
I hope that this book will convince you that O’Sullivan is wrong to believe that there
is nothing one can do to increase one’s chance of success in sport. Nevertheless, the
preceding quotations suggest that some athletes are indifferent to, if not openly
sceptical of, sport psychology. But how typical are these attitudes? One way of
answering this question is to examine what sport performers think of this field. In
this regard, Lavallee et al. (2005) investigated the attitudes of a large sample of elite
Irish athletes (n=240) to seeking a consultation with a sport psychologist. Using the
Sport Psychology Attitudes – Revised (SPA-R) questionnaire (S. Martin et al., 2002),
these authors discovered a generally positive attitude to sport psychology among
the athletes in the sample. In addition, contrary to previous studies (e.g., Leffingwell
et al., 2001) indicating that some US athletes perceived a stigma associated with
consulting a sport psychologist, Irish athletes showed an openness to this form
of help. Interestingly, some years ago, Hoberman (1992) compared the discipline of
sport psychology to the “human potential” movement of the 1960s because it
appeared to propagate “romantic theories of untapped energy and mind-body
unity [that] recall the naı̈ve psychophysiology of the fin de siècle and its specula-
tions about human limits”. Overall, his critique led him to conclude that sport
psychology was not an established discipline but merely “an eclectic group of
theories and therapies in search of scientific respectability” (Hoberman, 1992,
pp. 187–188). Although this latter criticism is now outdated because sport psychol-
ogy is now regarded as an established field of psychology (see Box 1.3 later in
the chapter), Hoberman’s criticism challenges us to adopt an evidence-based
approach in evaluating any claims made about this discipline. For this reason,
Hoberman’s (1992) critique should be welcomed not dismissed. I shall return to
this issue of scepticism towards sport psychology in the fourth section of this
chapter. To summarize, having examined four mistaken assumptions about sport
and exercise psychology, let us return from our preamble to explore the first topic in
the chapter – namely, an analysis of the mental side of sport.

The mental side of sport

Sport scientists typically distinguish between four hypothetical aspects of athletic
performance: physical, technical, tactical and psychological (see Figure 1.2). First,
within this quadrant, physical aspects of sport performance refer to phenomena
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such as fitness, strength and stamina which can be measured objectively. Second,
technical aspects of performance refer mainly to the proficiency with which athletes
can execute fundamental skills required by their specialist sport. For example, a
competitive swimmer in freestyle events must be able to perform a turn. This skill
involves approaching the wall, dropping one’s leading arm, lowering one’s chin to
one’s chest, tucking in one’s knees and then flipping over one’s feet when they hit the
wall. Third, the tactical part of the quadrant in Figure 1.2 concerns strategic aspects
of athletic performance. Included here are such skills as planning and decision
making. For example, a shrewd tactical performer can devise and adhere to a specific
game plan in competitive situations. Fourth, we come to the familiar yet mysterious
domain called the psychological (or mental) side of performance in sport. At this
stage, you should note the paradox of psychology in sport. How can something be
familiar yet mysterious? To explain, this domain is familiar because, almost every
week, we hear about or see athletes who make uncharacteristic mistakes
(e.g., missing a penalty kick in football or a short putt in golf) due to the temporary
influence of psychological factors like anxiety (see also Chapter 3). In a sense,
therefore, lapses in performance allow us to catch a glimpse of the psychological side
of athletes’ minds. Unfortunately, despite their ubiquity, mental influences on
athletic performance are not well understood in mainstream psychology. This
regrettable situation owes its origins to an historical reluctance by psychologists
to regard sport as a suitable domain in which to explore how the mindworks (Moran,
1996). Given such reluctance to investigate the sporting mind, how do we go about
exploring the mental side of athletes’ competitive experiences?

Perhaps the most obvious way to investigate the mental side of sport is to ask
athletes what they have learned from their personal experience about the mental
factors that seem to affect their performance. Using this strategy, we can gain useful
insights into the psychological challenges of team and individual sports. For example,
Nick Faldo, who has won six major tournaments, highlighted the importance of
maintaining momentum and concentration when he observed that “golf is

Physical

Psychological Tactical

Technical

Figure 1.2 Four aspects of athletic performance
Source: Courtesy of Colin Burke, University College Dublin, School of Psychology
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unusual in that you have to pick up where you left off the day before. Four days of
mental intensity take it out of you” (cited in Nicholas, 2002). Unfortunately, despite
its superficial plausibility, the practice of asking athletes about mental aspects of
sport performance has at least three major limitations as a research strategy. First,
when interviewing athletes, it is difficult to avoid asking them “leading” questions or
putting words into their mouths. Second, it is hard to be unbiased when editing or
analysing interview data. After all, most people (including scientists) tend to see
what they believe – rather than believe what they see! Third, as athletes’ insights are
invariably sport-specific, they are rather limited in their generality of application.
For example, the world of sailing is full of unknown variables (e.g., variability of
wind speed and direction) whereas that of snooker is very predictable. Given these
environmental constraints, it would be naive to expect identical mental preparation
strategies to be as effective among competitive sailors as among snooker players.

In view of the preceding difficulties, a systematic and objective research
strategy is required to explore mental aspects of athletic performance. An obvious
technique in this regard is the research questionnaire. Using a specially designed
survey instrument, Scully and Hume (1995) elicited the views of a sample of elite
athletes and coaches about mental aspects of sport. In particular, they asked these
participants what the term “sport psychology” meant to them and also inquired
about the psychological attributes that they believed to be most influential in
determining athletic success. Results revealed that sport psychology was defined
mainly in terms of mental preparation for competition (a point to which we
shall return later in the chapter). In addition, these researchers found that mental
toughness was perceived to be the most important determinant of success in
sport. Interestingly, this latter construct was also identified by the golfer
Nick Faldo (Nicholas, 2002) and by a sample of Olympic gold medallists as a
crucial prerequisite of athletic success (Gould et al., 2002b). Before we analyse
this term, however, let us consider briefly a key characteristic of mentally tough
athletes – self-confidence.

What is confidence?

Confidence, or “the belief that one has the internal resources, particularly abilities, to
achieve success” (Vealey, 2009, p. 43), is usually correlated positively with peak
athletic performance (Zinsser et al., 2010). Not surprisingly, many elite athletes
regard self-belief as the cornerstone of mental toughness (Connaughton et al.,
2008). Conversely, at a practical level, an apparent lack of confidence is one of the
problems most commonly reported by athletes to sport psychologists (Kremer and
Moran, 2008a). At first glance, the fragility of confidence, even in successful athletes,
may seem surprising. But when we discover from Bandura’s (1997) theory of self-
efficacy that confidence is essentially a belief, then we can understand why it may
vary significantly from one context to another. According to Bandura (1997, p. 3),
self-efficacy is the belief that one has the capacity to “execute the courses of action
required to produce given attainments” – or, put simply, to achieve a specific goal.
This “I can do it” belief, however, is not all pervasive but actually situation-specific.
Thus a golfer may be more confident in driving the ball from the teebox than in

S P O R T A N D E X E R C I S E P S Y C H O L O G Y

1 0

© 20
12

 P
sy

ch
olo

gy
 P

res
s



chipping it from the rough. Similarly, a tennis player may be more confident in
playing ground-strokes from the baseline than in volleying at the net. And because
confidence is largely belief-based rather than fact-based, it requires constant replen-
ishment. For example, Mia Hamm, the former US soccer player who has scored more
international goals than any other player in history, revealed that confidence “takes
constant nurturing. It’s not something you go in and turn on the light switch and say
‘I’m confident’ and it stays on until the light bulb burns out” (cited in Vealey and
Chase, 2008, p. 66). In summary, self-confidence is a vital yet fragile ingredient of
athletic success.

Although a considerable amount of research has been conducted on the origins
of self-confidence in sport (e.g., see Vealey et al., 1998) and on ways of building
confidence in athletes (e.g., see Vealey and Chase, 2008; Vealey and Vernau, 2010;
Zinsser et al., 2010), few investigators have attempted to measure the “robustness” of
self-confidence or the capacity to maintain one’s belief in one’s ability in the face of
adversity. Filling this gap in the research literature, Beattie et al., (2011) developed
the Trait Robustness of Self-Confidence Inventory (TROSCI) to measure “the ability
to maintain confidence beliefs in the face of adversity” (Beattie et al., 2011, p. 184).
This eight-item inventory contains items such as “A bad result in competition has a
very negative effect on my self-confidence” (item 1) and “My self-confidence is
stable; it does not vary much at all” (item 5). Initial psychometric analysis suggests
that this scale shows satisfactory internal consistency, good test-retest reliability
and reasonable predictive validity.

What is mental toughness? Meaning and
measurement

“Mental toughness” is one of the most widely used terms in everyday sporting
discourse. Garside (2008, p. 15) claimed that “a common trait in all the champions…
including Prost, Senna, Michael Schumacher and Mika Hakkinen has been an
immense mental toughness … the difference between winning and losing”.
Typically, the term mental toughness is used as a synonym for determination,
resilience and/or an exceptional immunity to pressure situations. Ronald Smith
(2006) described it as a characteristic that enables athletes to react well to adversity
and to persist in the face of setbacks. Despite its popularity, the term mental
toughness is a relatively recent addition to the vernacular of academic psychology.
Nevertheless, mental toughness has attracted a great deal of attention from sport
psychologists in recent years (for an account of research in this field, see Sheard,
2010). Not surprisingly, there is now a profusion of definitions of this term and
theories about how to develop it. Unfortunately, as Connaughton and Hanton (2009)
pointed out in their valuable critique of research on this topic, most of the definitions
of mental toughness are atheoretical in nature, owing more to anecdotal plausibility
than to empirical research. Therefore, considerable caution is required when
attempting to draw conclusions about the nature, characteristics, determinants
and development of mental toughness in sport.

Since 2001, a number of researchers (e.g., Clough et al., 2002; Connaughton
et al., 2008; Crust, 2008; Earle et al. 2008; Gucciardi and Mallett, 2010; G. Jones et al.,
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2002) have explored theoretical and practical aspects of this construct in detail (for a
popular book on this topic, see also Hemmings et al., 2007). Two key themes emerge
from empirical studies of this construct. First, mental toughness is widely regarded
as the key to sporting success. Second, little agreement exists about what the
construct itself actually means – or about what theoretical mechanisms underlie it.
Before we consider these themes, however, let us examine some athletes’ views on
mental toughness.

Athletes’ views on mental toughness can be gauged from anecdotal sources
and also from formal interviews with top performers. With regard to the former,
according to Tim Henman, the former English tennis star who was once ranked
number 4 in the world, mental toughness can be defined simply as the ability “to
perform under pressure” (Coaching Excellence, 1996). This opinion was echoed by
Selvey (1998), who described the former England cricketer Mike Atherton as “the
most mentally tough batsman of his generation” because of his extraordinary ability
to raise his game under pressure. In an effort to complement these anecdotal
insights, Connaughton et al. (2008) interviewed a sample (n=7) of elite international
athletes about the development and maintenance of mental toughness. Results
indicated that these athletes believed that mental toughness develops as a long-
term outcome of a complex range of interacting factors. Among these factors was a
motivational climate (see also Chapter 2 for further discussion of this term)
surrounding the athlete’s training that was challenging yet enjoyable. Although
they provide interesting anecdotal evidence, athletes’ insights into psychological
constructs should be treated with caution because their reports are vulnerable to
biases of perception and recollection. Clearly, a more rigorous conceptual analysis of
mental toughness is required if this construct is to gain scientific credibility.

Historically, one of the earliest references to mental toughness is found in
Loehr’s (1982) popular self-help book on athletic excellence. Loehr (1982) proposed
that mental toughness involved the possession of a positive attitude to stressful and/
or challenging situations in sport. Unfortunately, Loehr’s intuitive but atheoretical
approach appears somewhat simplistic and is hampered by a lack of empirical
evidence. Since the early 1990s, however, the construct of mental toughness has
attracted interest from a number of research groups in the UK and Australia. The
studies that have emerged in these countries have developed in three main waves –
first, intuitive accounts of mental toughness (Loehr, 1982), second, descriptive
studies of mental toughness in samples of elite athletes (e.g., Clough et al., 2002;
G. Jones et al., 2002), and third, theoretical syntheses of the field (Crust, 2008; Sheard,
2010). What is clear from these publications is that mental toughness is a complex
multidimensional construct. Let us now review some key studies in this field.

Clough et al. (2002), influenced by Kobasa’s (1979) research on hardiness,
used a specially devised questionnaire to measure mental toughness. By way of
background, Kobasa (1979) proposed that hardiness is a constellation of personality
characteristics that enables people to mitigate the adverse effects of stressful situa-
tions. Building on this idea, Clough et al. (2002) postulated four key components of
mental toughness in their 4Cs model of this construct. The first of these four
components is control or the capacity to feel and act as if one could exert an influence
in the situation in question. The second component of the construct is challenge,
which refers to the habit of perceiving potentially stressful situations as positive
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opportunities rather than as threats. For example, a challenge-oriented golfer may
see a par-five hole as an opportunity to make a birdie than as a potential bogey
situation (Earle et al., 2008). The third component of mental toughness is commit-
ment or stickability (Earle et al., 2008). Fourth, and differentiating this model from
the hardiness approach, confidencewas defined as a component of mental toughness
that designates a strong belief in one’s ability to complete a task successfully.
Combining these four elements, Clough et al. (2002) defined mentally tough athletes
as people who have “a high sense of self-belief and an unshakeable faith that they
can control their own destiny” and who can “remain relatively unaffected by
competition or adversity” (Clough et al., 2002, p. 38). In addition, these researchers
devised an eighteen-item measure called the Mental Toughness Questionnaire,
which requires respondents to use a five-point Likert scale to indicate their level
of agreement with such items as “Even when under considerable pressure, I usually
remain calm” (item 1) or “I generally feel in control” (item 10) or “I usually find it
difficult to make a mental effort when I am tired” (item 17). These authors reported a
reliability coefficient for this scale of r=0.90 and construct validity data based
on predicted relationships with such constructs as self-efficacy or a belief on one’s
ability to achieve certain outcomes regardless of the situation (r=0.56, p<0.05).
Although such psychometric data are encouraging, a great deal of additional
validation evidence is required before this scale can be accepted as a worthwhile tool
for the measurement of the rather nebulous construct of mental toughness.

Another study of mental toughness was carried out by G. Jones et al. (2002)
using qualitative researchmethodology (described later in the chapter in Box 1.4;
for a practical guide, see also Forrester, 2010). G. Jones et al. (2002, p. 209) postulated
that it involves having a psychological edge that enables an athlete to cope better
than opponents with the demands of competitive sport – thereby remaining focused
and in control under pressure. G. Jones et al. (2002) believed that mental toughness
denoted a range of psychological processes such as the ability to cope with pressure,
the ability to rebound from failure, a determination to persist in the face of adversity,
and mental resilience. They adopted the theoretical framework of personal construct
psychology (G. Kelly, 1955) – an approach that emphasizes the unique ways in
which people perceive and strive to make sense of their experience. Using a combi-
nation of a focus group (i.e., a data collection technique based on group discussion
that is led by a trained facilitator) and individual interviews with a sample (n=10) of
international sport performers, G. Jones et al. (2002) tried to elicit the meaning of
mental toughness as well as the characteristics associated with it. Results showed
that mental toughness was perceived to comprise both general and specific compo-
nents. The general component of this construct was a perception of having a
“natural or developed psychological edge” that enables an athlete to cope better
than his or her opponents with competitive lifestyle and training demands. The
specific components of mental toughness were perceived to be the capacity to remain
more determined, focused, confident and in control than one’s athletic rivals.
Although superficially compelling, the theory of mental toughness (G. Jones et al.,
2002) has several weaknesses (Gucciardi et al., 2009a). For example, little detail is
provided on the precise components of the psychological edge that mentally tough
athletes are assumed to possess. Similarly, the idea that mental toughness is
apparent only when one surpasses an opponent’s performance seems short-sighted
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as it neglects the possibility that true mental toughness requires the ability to achieve
one’s goals – irrespective of the performance of one’s opponent. Nevertheless, G. Jones
et al. (2002) provided some valuable data on twelve perceived characteristics of mental
toughness. These characteristics included having an unshakeable belief in one’s
ability, having an unshakeable belief in one’s unique qualities, having an insatiable
desire to succeed, having the ability to bounce back from setbacks, being able
to thrive on the pressure of competition, being able to cope with competition and
performance anxiety, being able to ignore others’ performance, being able to switch
focus when required, the ability to remain focused on the task at hand, the ability to
push oneself through physical and emotional pain, and the ability to regain control
after unexpected events. The authors classified these twelve attributes into such
categories asmotivation, focus (or concentration), the ability to deal with pressure
and anxiety, and the ability to cope with physical and emotional pain. Unfortunately,
the results of this study must be interpreted cautiously due to the small sample size
(e.g., the focus group comprised only three participants) and the restricted range of
sports represented by the participants. In a later study, G. Jones et al. (2007)
interviewed a sample of eight Olympic or world champion athletes, three top coaches
and four sport psychologists. From these interviews, a number of features of mental
toughness were identified and organized along four key dimensions: the attitudes
and beliefs of the performer (mindset) and the three major contexts of athletic
performance – namely, training (e.g., using long-term goals as a source of motivation
and pushing oneself to the limit), competition (e.g., ability to handle pressure) and
post-competition (e.g., ability to handle failure and setbacks). In addition to these
generic studies of mental toughness, several sport-specific investigations have been
conducted on this construct. Thelwell et al. (2005) interviewed forty-three profes-
sional soccer players and asked them to rank the perceived attributes of mental
toughness. Results showed that self-belief, wanting the ball at all times (even when
playing badly) and having the ability to remain calm under pressure were among the
key characteristics of mental toughness in soccer.

One of the more recent theoretically driven accounts of mental toughness was
provided by Gucciardi et al. (2009a). Adopting the perspective of personal construct
psychology (G. Kelly, 1955), as G. Jones et al. (2002) had done previousy, these
researchers postulated that this construct can be understood best by probing how
athletes perceive and respond to a range of challenging situations in sport. Gucciardi
et al. (2009a) suggested that questions such as “What did you predict would happen?”
or “What did you learn from this experience?” could be helpful in eliciting athletes’
perceptions of mental toughness. Interestingly, Gucciardi et al. (2009c) developed and
evaluated a mental toughness training programme for Australian Rules football
players. Their results were encouraging but need to be validated by further research
before firm conclusions can be drawn about the best ways to develop mental tough-
ness in athletes. Connaughton et al. (2010) interviewed a sample of world-class
performers (including athletes and coaches) about the development and maintenance
of mental toughness. Among the factors perceived to influence mental toughness
development were skill-mastery, competitiveness, and the use of psychological skills.
However, it is notable that these authors concluded their study by highlighting “the
overriding need to develop … a conceptually accurate and psychometrically valid
and reliable measure of mental toughness” (Connaughton et al., 2010, p. 192).
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In summary, we have learned in this section that athletes and researchers
regard mental toughness as a key characteristic of successful athletes. But are you
really convinced about the validity of this construct? As Box 1.1 shows, there are
several unresolved conceptual issues arising from research on mental toughness. As
you can see from Box 1.1, the term mental toughness is far from clear.

Box 1.1 Thinking critically about … mental toughness in sport

Although we think all the time, few of us are skilled at critical thinking – or the
ability and willingness to evaluate claims (whether in science or in everyday
life) in an open-minded and careful manner (Bensley, 2010; Lilienfeld et al.,
2009). So, in an effort to help you to think more critically about key topics and
issues in sport and exercise psychology (e.g., in this case, mental toughness)
here are some questions to consider (see also the conceptual critiques offered by
Connaughton and Hanton (2009) and Sheard (2010) and a good discussion by
Gucciardi andMallett (2010) of some practical implications of mental toughness
for applied sport psychology).

Critical thinking questions
First, do you think that it is valid to define mental toughness without
reference to any aspect of behaviour other than the end-state of winning?
Put differently, has mental toughness become the “default explanation”
(Barnes, 2009) for athletic success? Recall that the athletes interviewed by
G. Jones et al. (2002) claimed that this construct gives performers a “psycho-
logical edge” over their rivals. But how is this edge evident? Is it present only
if an athlete defeats someone else? Could mental toughness not also influence
athletes to perform better than they have done previously – regardless of
the presence of others? Can you think of a way of defining mental toughness
in a more objective manner? Is there a danger of circularity defining this
construct because of the lack of an independent index of mental toughness?
Second, is there a danger that in presenting mental toughness as a complex,
multifaceted construct which is difficult to define (e.g., Gucciardi and Mallett,
2010), its explanatory efficiency and scientific utility are diminished? Third,
if we adopt the perspective of personal construct psychology (G. Kelly, 1955),
one way of exploring people’s understanding of a term is to ask them to
identify the opposite of it. But what exactly is the opposite of mental tough-
ness? If this latter term is “mental weakness”, how would we recognize it?
Is losing a match a sign of mental weakness? If not, what criteria should
we apply to help us to define this latter term precisely? Fourth, do you think
that mental toughness is learned or innate? Which view do you favour
and why?

In summary, having explored the mental side of sport in general, and having
examined the specific construct of mental toughness in athletes, there is one more
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question to address in this section of the chapter. Specifically, what factors influence
the mental demands of a given sport?

What factors influence the mental demands of a
given sport?

Although a considerable amount of research has been conducted on mental factors
in athletic performance, surprisingly little analysis has been undertaken on the
different mental challenges posed by different athletic activities. What follows is a
brief analysis of this important issue.

At the outset, it is widely agreed that sports differ significantly in the physical
demands that they make of performers. For example, sprinting requires a short
burst of explosive power whereas marathon running demands not only great
stamina but also the ability to maintain a steady pace throughout a race.
Interestingly, research on marathon runners indicates that they can lose up to 8
per cent of their body mass during the race (Cooper, 2003) and face the risk of
dehydration, muscular damage and possible sudden death. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, the psychological requirements of different sports also appear to vary widely.
To illustrate, whereas some sports like weightlifting require short periods of intense
concentration for a limited duration, other athletic activities like cycling demand
sustained alertness for longer periods of time. But what causes such differences in
the mental demands of these activities?

Among the most important determinants of the psychological demands of any
sport are its nature and structure. For example, consider some differences between
a field game like soccer and and an indoor game such as snooker. Whereas the
former is a timed, physical contact, team game, the latter is an untimed, non-contact,
individual sport. These differences are likely to affect the mental challenges posed
by these activities. For example, whereas motivation, communication skills, and an
ability to anticipate opponents’ moves would seem to be vital for soccer players,
snooker performers appear to depend more on cognitive skills like concentration,
decision making and the ability to recover mentally from errors. Put simply, a
footballer can try to win the ball back off an opponent by chasing and tackling
him or her, but a snooker player can only sit and watch while his or her opponent is
potting balls on the table. In short, the structure of a sport can affect its psycholo-
gical requirements. To emphasize this point, consider the phenomenon of sitting
passively “in the chair” in snooker. Briefly, in this game, the player who is not
scoring (or building breaks) at the snooker table has to sit and wait for his or her
opponent to miss before returning to the table. Clearly, the challenge of sitting in the
chair is to retain one’s focus rather than becoming annoyed at oneself for previous
mistakes. But what goes through snooker players’ minds as they wait for their
opponents? Stephen Hendry (seven times world champion snooker star) referred to
“hoping you don’t have to play a certain shot, dreading that you might” (cited in
White, 2001, p. 18) when forced to watch and wait. But not all snooker players feel as
helpless as does Hendry in this situation. For example, Peter Ebdon, who won the
world championship in 2002, claimed that although “the chair is the toughest
place in sport … Well it is and it isn’t. It depends on what you do with your time
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there. There’s certain routines that you can be going through mentally which help
you for when you get your chance” (cited in White, 2003, p. 20, italics mine). One of
the most popular “chair routines” used by former world snooker champions such as
Steve Davis or Ken Doherty (cited in BBC, 2003) is to imagine oneself playing the
shots that one’s opponent is confronted with (see also Chapter 5) so that one will be
ready to recommence at the table when the opportunity arises. Another psychological
technique that helps players to maintain their concentration is to scrutinize the
layout of the balls facing one’s opponent – hoping that one can anticipate precisely
when the opponent mightmiss a shot or lose position on the table. To summarize, most
top snooker players use psychological strategies to prevent lapses in concentration
in situations where passivity is likely (see also Chapter 4 on concentration).

Let us now consider the mental demands of a popular sport – golf. This sport
is interesting because, as I mentioned earlier, many of its leading players are
enthusiastic advocates of sport psychology. What is so special about golf from a
psychological point of view?

Golf is a psychologically demanding game for at least three reasons. First, it is
an untimed sport so players have to be prepared to play for as long as it takes (often,
up to five hours) to complete a round or match. Sadly, many club-level and leisure
players allow themselves to become upset at the apparently slow play of those ahead
of them. Naturally, this self-generated annoyance usually hampers their perfor-
mance. Second, golf is a tough sport mentally because players have to take full
responsibility for their own performance on the course. They cannot be substituted if
they are playing poorly. Unfortunately, many players try to evade this responsibility
by making excuses: blaming course conditions, their clubs, the weather and/or the
balls that they are using. In this regard, an old adage in sport psychology is relevant:
“Winners are workers – only losers make excuses” (but see Box 1.2). Third, the
“stop-start” nature of golf means that players spend more time thinking about
playing than actually hitting the ball. Indeed, some golf analysts believe that less
than 20 per cent of the time on a course is devoted to hitting the ball. Usually, the
remainder of the time is spent walking, talking, looking for balls, regrettingmistakes,
losing concentration and, of course, making excuses! Unfortunately, it is during this
fallow time that players lose concentration either by thinking too far ahead or by
regretting mistakes and/or lost opportunities in the past. Overall, this disjunction in
golf between playing time and thinking time may explain why Sam Snead, a former
player, once remarked that thinking was the biggest problem in the game (Moran,
2000a). In summary, golf is demanding mentally because it is an untimed, individual
and discontinuous sport. In the light of these unique features, the mental challenge
for golfers is to learn to concentrate on playing one shot at a time (see also Chapter 4).
One way in which this challenge can be accomplished is for golfers to learn to
restructure the game in their minds. For example, instead of perceiving golf as an
eighteen-hole competition against others, people can be trained to see it as a single-
shot contest between themselves and the target at which they are aiming. Using this
technique of cognitive restructuring (see also Chapter 3), they can learn to shorten
their focus so that they are concentrating only on the present shot. Before we
conclude this section, let us return briefly to the ubiquitous phenomenon of excuse-
making in sport. The worst sporting excuses have been documented by Hodgkinson
(2002) and the Observer magazine (Observer, 2004) (see Box 1.2).
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Box 1.2 Some classic excuses in sport: can they be serious?

Athletes and coaches often make excuses to avoid taking personal responsi-
bility for errors, mistakes or missed opportunities in sport. Sometimes, how-
ever, these excuses are presented in an ironic fashion. Consider what Brian
Little, the former Wrexham Football Club manager, said after his team was
defeated by Wycombe Wanderers in March 2008: “I’m not looking for excuses
but another 24 hours would have been nice to have prepared for the game. But
that’s about the only excuse if I’m looking for an excuse, which I’m not but it
was a factor” (cited in BBC Sport, 2008). Among the most famous excuses in
sport are such gems as:

� The suggestion that the grey colour of Manchester United’s shirts prevented
teammates from seeing and passing to each other properly (Alex Ferguson,
manager of Manchester United, after his team’s 3–1 defeat by Southampton
in 1996).

� The claim that “the balls were too bouncy” (Kenny Dalglish, then manager of
Newcastle, after his team’s 1–1 draw with Stevenage in an FA Cup match in
1998).

� The explanation that England’s defeat by South Africa in 1999 in a cricket
test match held in Johannesburg was due to “low cloud” conditions.

� The claim by the Sri Lankan cricket team that their loss to Pakistan in the
2001 ICC Champions Trophy was due to the intolerably tight sports clothes
that they had been required to wear during the match (Observer, 2004).

� The fact that Mervyn King, the darts player, blamed the hum of the air-
conditioning for his defeat by Raymond Barneveld in the 2003 world darts
championships semi-final (Observer, 2004).

One interesting point about excuses is that some athletes love to hear compe-
titors using them. Jack Nicklaus, who won eighteen professional major golf tourna-
ments in his career, loved to hear rival players making excuses before a competition:
“‘The rough is too high. The greens are too fast’. Check him off. You just check guys
off as they complain themselves right out of this championship” (cited in Gilleece,
1999a, p. 2). A similar view was expressed by Michael Campbell, the New Zealand
golfer and US Open winner in 2005, when he remarked that when players make
excuses, “they’ve added a two-shot penalty before they even tee off” (cited in
McGinty, 2006).

Sport and exercise psychology as an academic discipline

Having scratched the surface of the mental dimension of sport, let us now introduce
the discipline of sport and exercise psychology. Sport and exercise psychology can
be defined as the application of psychological theory and methods to understand the
performance, mental processes and well-being of people who are involved in sport
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and exercise. As the history of this discipline has been well documented (e.g., see
Kornspan, 2011; Kremer et al. 2012), it is sufficient to note here that empirical
research on mental aspects of athletic performance is at least as old as psychology
itself. In the nineteenth century, Triplett (1898) found that racing cyclists tended
to perform at least 25 per cent faster when competing against other cyclists (or
pacemakers) than when performing alone against the clock. This discovery that
individual athletic activity is facilitated by the presence of others became known as
social facilitation and was attributed to the capacity of rival performers to
“liberate latent energy not ordinarily available” (Triplett, 1898, p. 532). Triplett’s
research led to a robust empirical principle in social psychology. Specifically, the
presence of other people tends to enhance the performance of well-learned skills but
to impair the performance of poorly learned skills (Cashmore, 2008).

Despite having a research tradition spanning more than a century (for brief
historical accounts, see Kornspan, 2007; Kremer and Moran, 2008b) the field of sport
psychology is difficult to define precisely. This is due, in part, to the twin-track
identity of the discipline. To explain, as we indicated in the previous section, not only
is sport and exercise psychology regarded as a subfield of mainstream psychology
but also it is seen as one of the sport sciences. Indeed, in 2000, Diane Gill (2000, p. 7)
classified sport and exercise psychology as a “branch of exercise and sport science”
rather than of psychology.

Despite this semantic difficulty of defining the discipline precisely, three
characteristics of sport psychology are noteworthy. First, it is generally regarded
as a science. As such, it is committed to the principle that its claims should be
falsifiable or capable of being tested through objective and systematic methods of
empirical inquiry (see Box 1.4 later in the chapter). Second, sport psychology is not
just about sport – it involves the study of exercise as well as of competitive athletic
behaviour. Thus physical activity undertaken for health and leisure is just as
important to sport and exercise psychologists as is competitive sport. Early pioneers
of exercise psychology included Dorothy Harris and William Morgan (Harris,
1973; Morgan and Goldston, 1987). In general, exercise psychology has two main
research themes – the study of the initiation and maintenance of physical activity
and the study of the psychological outcomes of such activity (Williams et al., 2008b).
In formal recognition of the increasing importance of physical activity to sport
science researchers, the title of the Journal of Sport Psychology was changed to the
Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology in 1988. We shall explore the psychology of
exercise and health in Chapter 8. Third, sport and exercise psychology is a profes-
sion as well as a science. Therefore, there are applied as well as theoretical dimen-
sions to this discipline. So whereas some sport psychologists are engaged in basic
research designed to establish how the mind works in a variety of athletic and
exercise settings, others provide practical advice and training on performance
enhancement and/or on healthy living. Recognizing this distinction, in 1986, the
Association for Applied Sport Psychology (AASP) was established in order to cater
for the growing interests of applied sport psychologists (see also Box 1.3 later in the
chapter). Each of these three key features of sport psychology – the commitment to
scientific procedures, the emphasis on the study of exercise as well as sport, and the
existence of an applied dimension to the discipline – will be emphasized throughout
this book. In passing, it should be noted that the relationship between theorists and
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applied professionals in sport psychology has not always been harmonious. Kontos
and Feltz (2008) observed that some basic researchers in the field believe that
professional services should not be provided to athletes and coaches until a solid
body of knowledge has been established using empirical methods. However, many
applied researchers argue that there is an urgent demand for psychological services
within the sporting community and that such work should drive the theory and
practice of sport psychology.

In spite of this debate between theorists and practitioners, applied sport
psychology has grown rapidly in recent years. To illustrate, this subfield has its
own professional organizations (e.g., the AASP), a number of international journals
(see Box 1.8 later in the chapter) and over one hundred postgraduate training
programmes in the United States, Canada, Australia, Finland, Singapore and the
UK (see K. Burke et al., 2008). However, the vast majority of these programmes are
located in exercise science departments rather than in departments of psychology –
a fact which suggests that applied sport and exercise psychology has not yet been
fully integrated into mainstream psychology. We shall deal with this issue of
professional qualification and training in more detail in the next section of the
chapter. At this point, however, let us outline briefly some key events in the history
of the discipline.

A brief history of sport and exercise psychology

In the two decades which followed Triplett’s (1898) research, investigators such as
Swift (1910) and Lashley (1915) explored the determinants of sport skills such as
ball-tossing and archery. Interestingly, such research was complemented by applied
work in actual sport settings. In the 1920s, the Chicago Cubs baseball team employed
the services of a sport psychologist at the University of Illinois named Coleman
Griffith. This researcher and practitioner is widely regarded as the progenitor of this
discipline (see Green, 2003). Indeed, it was Griffith who had established the first
sport psychology research facility, called the Athletic Research Laboratory, in the
United States in 1925 (at the University of Illinois). Unfortunately, this laboratory
closed in 1932 and despite Griffith’s pioneering fusion of theory and practice in this
field, research in sport psychology encountered a barren era between the 1920s and
1960s. It was during the 1960s, however, that sport psychology emerged as an
independent discipline. Specifically, in 1965 the International Society of Sport
Psychology was established by an Italian named Ferruccio Antonelli (LeUnes,
2008). This development heralded the arrival of sport psychology as a distinct
subfield of sport science. Unfortunately, within mainstream academic psychology,
formal recognition of the burgeoning subfield of sport psychology was slow to
arrive: it was not until 1986 that Division 47 (Exercise and Sport Psychology) was
established by the American Psychological Association. A similar pattern of late
recognition of sport psychology was apparent in Australia and Britain. For example,
it was 1991 before the Board of Sport Psychologists was established within the
Australian Psychological Society and 1993 before a sport and exercise psychology
section was formed by the British Psychological Society. For a short summary of
some key dates in the evolution of this discipline, see Box 1.3.
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Box 1.3 Key dates in the history of sport and exercise psychology

As you can see from Box 1.3, the discipline of sport and exercise psychology has
hadmany landmarks since NormanTriplett conducted his cycling studies in the 1890s.
Since the mid-1960s, however, many important developments have occurred in this
field, but space restrictions in this chapter prevent a detailed analysis of these devel-
opments. For accounts of the history of sport and exercise psychology, see Brewer and
Van Raalte (in press), Green and Benjamin (2009) and Kremer and Moran (2008b).

Date Significant event

1897–1898 Triplett’s experimental research on psychological factors in cycling
1925 Coleman Roberts Griffith established the Athletic Research Laboratory in

the University of Illinois
1965 Establishment of International Society of Sport Psychology (ISSP) / First

International Congress of Sport Psychology held in Rome
1967 Establishment of North American Society for the Psychology of Sport and

Physical Activity (NASPSPA)
1969 Establishment of Fédération Européenne de Psychologie des Sport et des

Activités Corporelles (FEPSAC)
1970 Publication of first issue of International Journal of Sport Psychology
1979 Publication of first issue of the Journal of Sport Psychology (changed to the

Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology in 1988)
1986 Formation of Association for the Advancement of Applied Sport

Psychology (AAASP) – later renamed Association for Applied Sport
Psychology (AASP)

1986 Publication of first issue of The Sport Psychologist
1986 Establishment of Division 47 of American Psychological Association on

Exercise and Sport Psychology
1989 Publication of first issue of Journal of Applied Sport Psychology

1991 Formation of Board of Sport Psychologists within the Australian
Psychological Society

1993 Establishment of Sport and Exercise Psychology Section of the British
Psychological Society (later became Division of Sport and Exercise
Psychology)

2000 Publication of first issue of Psychology of Sport and Exercise

2003 Renaming International Journal of Sport Psychology as International
Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology

2004 Establishment of Division of Sport and Exercise Psychology (DSEP)
within the British Psychological Society

2008 Publication of first issue of International Review of Sport and Exercise

Psychology

2009 Publication of first issue of Qualitative Research in Sport and Exercise

2010 Publication of first issue of Journal of Sport Psychology in Action (official
journal of Association for Applied Sport Psychology)

2012 Publication of first issue of Sport, Exercise and Performance Psychology

(official publication of APA Division 47, Exercise and Sport Psychology)
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