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	How to use this book




	This Complete Introduction from Teach Yourself® includes a number of special boxed features, which have been developed to help you understand the subject more quickly and remember it more effectively. Throughout the book, you will find these indicated by the following icons.
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	The book includes concise quotes from other key sources. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints on the subject, and they are fully referenced so that you can include them in essays. The book also includes motivational quotes from respected sportspeople.
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	The case study is a more in-depth introduction to a particular example. There is at least one in most chapters, and hopefully they will provide good material for essays and class discussions.
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	The key ideas are highlighted throughout the book. If you only have half an hour to go before your exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.
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	The spotlight/nugget boxes give you some thought-provoking additional information that will enliven your learning.
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	The fact-check questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. If you find you are consistently getting several answers wrong, it may be worth trying to read more slowly, or taking notes as you go.
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	The dig deeper boxes give you ways to explore topics in greater depth than we are able to go to in this introductory level book.






Introduction

Think about your favourite sport. Now ask yourself the following question:

How much of success in my favourite sport is down to physical skills and how much is because of mental skills?

No doubt you will have apportioned a percentage to each. Perhaps you went for a 50/50 split? Maybe a 60/40 either way? Maybe 80/20 either way? Regardless, you have just acknowledged that mental skills contribute to a significant proportion of success. Now ask yourself this:

Do you know how to train mental skills?

Many people know that physical skills are vital for performance and understand about training them. We know that some sports require people to be fast or strong or have excellent stamina. So it is normal to see fitness trainers plying their trade to improve these. We accept that many sports require good technical skills and tactics. So it is normal to see coaches and managers working with individuals and teams to help improve these. We know that psychology is important, because we always hear all of the above plus commentators, performers and pundits talking about mental toughness, coping with pressure and staying focused. But what people do to actually understand and train in this area is more unfamiliar.

In this book you will learn about how the mind works and how that has an impact on sporting performance. More than that, you will learn what sport psychologists actually do to improve a performer’s psychological skills and mindset.

This book is designed to help you to teach yourself sport psychology. This includes understanding what it involves, the scientific theory behind sport psychology, how people become sport psychologists, and what they do.

The book is structured into two main parts: understanding psychology and applying sport psychology.

FIVE MYTHS ABOUT SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

Before we begin, it is worth setting a few things straight. Sport psychology is often misunderstood by performers, coaches, journalists and commentators. Below are some of the common misunderstandings about what sport psychology is and isn’t. Hopefully, I can clear some of these up.

•  Myth One: Using a sport psychologist means that you have a problem

Sport psychology is about training your mind to reach your potential. It is not about solving problems. People don’t only use a coach when there is a problem with their technique; they understand that no matter how good their technique is, there is always room for improvement. Well, it’s the same with a sport psychologist. No matter how confident, assured, focused, etc. an athlete may be, there is always room for improvement.

•  Myth Two: Sport psychology is just for elite athletes

It is not. In the same way that coaching or using a physiotherapist is not purely for top athletes, sport psychology can help to improve everybody’s performance.

•  Myth Three: Sport psychologists have a magic wand

Sport psychologists teach skills. Skills take time and effortful practice to master. This means that spending time with a sport psychologist does not ‘cure’ problems. Over time, with effort, performers will improve their mental performance and achieve better results, but there is no Jedi mind trick, magic wand or voodoo that a sport psychologist can perform for significant performance gains overnight. You will see small improvements fairly quickly, but larger improvements take time.

•  Myth Four: Sport psychology is about mental illness

Clinical psychology is a strand of psychology that diagnoses and treats mental disorders. Psychiatry is a strand of medicine that does likewise. Sport psychology is not about fixing things that are broken – it is about enabling people to increase the probability that they will reach their potential.

•  Myth Five: Having been there and done it means that you know best

In the past, some famous sports stars have wondered how a sport psychologist who has never performed at their level can tell them about how to perform under pressure. The fact is that any sport performance is personal to the individual. Two people in the same team in the same match could have an entirely different experience of the situation because they are different people with their own minds, their own perceptions and their own strengths. Therefore, just because someone has a personal experience, it does not mean that others have that same experience. As such, you do not have to have performed at the top level to help others do so.

Part One: Understanding sport psychology

The first half of this book focuses on the theoretical side of sport psychology. This means understanding how the mind works and conducting research to find out more about the thought and emotional processes a sports performer goes through.

Before we can help to improve an athlete’s performance by applying sport psychology methods, we need to understand what motivates people, or makes them anxious, or why some people can handle pressure and others can’t. We need to understand what mental toughness is, or how emotions affect our behaviour. On topics like these, there have been many fascinating pieces of research. This book will explain some of this while signposting you to others. This research has been vital in establishing applied methods to help sports performers and beyond.

Sport is a great stage for developing and testing psychological theories. Take stress and coping, for example. If we are trying to better understand what happens when people are anxious and how they cope with that, then sport is a perfect playground for researchers. The unique sporting environment with high amounts of pressure and scheduled fixtures means that we can locate when and where people will experience stress. Moreover, at an elite level, this amount of stress could be huge. It could be the culmination of many years’ training. This means that the things we learn can be extremely helpful not just in sport, but we can apply this outside of sport too.

Part Two: Applying sport psychology

The second half of this book focuses on how we use the theories explained in the first part to improve sports performance. This includes understanding what a sport psychologist actually does when they are working with clients, who may be individuals or teams, coaches or players, elite athletes or amateurs, adults or children.

Most of the people a sport psychologist works with are interested in one main goal – improving their performance. In the second part of this book you will learn about how to assess an athlete’s needs and identify areas where they can improve. We also consider a host of methods to improve mental toughness, cope better with stress, concentrate for longer, become more confident and motivate people to train harder.

A sport psychologist’s toolkit consists of a wide variety of techniques and interventions. Things like goal-setting, using imagery and visualization, positive thinking and self-talk, and concentration techniques are covered. The focus of this part is not just to discuss them, but to show you how to do them – that’s what makes this an applied section.

For all the techniques and interventions that sport psychologists use, though, the biggest way to effect a change in a person is to understand them. Building relationships with clients, reflecting on your own performance, and knowing where to find support are crucial for any would-be sport psychologist. Throughout this part, advice on how to develop the necessary skills to become an effective sport psychologist is provided.


Part One

Understanding sport psychology



I thought for a long time about what to include in this section. The purpose is to provide you with an overall view of some of the key theoretical pieces of knowledge that inform modern sport psychology. As such, I have not included an overview of the history of sport psychology, nor have I included a chapter on what sport psychology is. Rather, I have identified some of the most active areas of recent research in the area and tried to explain them with historical and current research.

The result is a discussion of what I consider to be front and centre of sport psychology at the moment: understanding people, stress, mental toughness, confidence, motivation, emotion, character and measurement. That does not mean that this is an exhaustive list. There are many other areas of sport psychology and a full encyclopaedic discussion of these is simply not feasible for an introductory book. The areas I have discussed are all current and developing areas. Some have longstanding theories behind them that we are still developing and testing, others are much newer and take different approaches towards understanding mental performance in sport.
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