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Is the ever growing discipline of sports psychology contributing effectively to sporting performance or is it, as
many people think, simply the art of ‘stating the blindingly obvious’? | have certainly seen evidence that those
in journalistic circles are yet to be fully convinced. And it is certainly true that sport psychologists should strive
to increase the sophistication of their approaches to research, making use of more reliable scientific methods.
Yet it’s a shame that people should be so sceptical. Essentially, sports psychology asks this simple question:
considering the undeniable role mental life plays in deciding the outcomes of our sporting efforts, why is mental
training not incorporated to the equivalent degree into the athlete’s typical training? If, say, a track sprinter is
susceptible to letting their head get the better of them (temper issues, nerves, anxiety), then why should they
spend their training just working on their strengths (the physical side)?

of research in sports psychology?

B Jahangir Khan

There is a popular view, largely based on a well-known case with a prominent runner, that sports psychology
is something for treating athletes with mental disorders. This has no basis in fact and stems from making
assumptions based on a limited understanding of psychology and how it is used in applied settings. In my
area of particular expertise, football, rugby and hockey, there exists a culture of what one psychologist calls
‘folk psychology’. That is, there are usually individuals (typically an older dominant coach) who communicate
non-scientific words of wisdom which, consciously or unconsciously, affect everyone, usually to detrimental
effect in the long run. Think of a young player who is told to ‘dig deep’ and give it “110%’ consistently. This
gives a mental aspect to training that is non-scientific and misguided. But this is in stark contrast to the reality
of modern day psychology research, which is based upon rigorous scientific methodologies.

(o] Brian D. Rossweller

Research into sports psychology is increasingly evidence-based, using the gold standard methodology of
‘randomized control group designs’. Nevertheless, using the term ‘psychology’ in relation to psychological
efforts with athletes, especially those involved in team Sports, can be both an asset and a hindrance to
understanding the field. Psychology as a field has become much more acceptable in social life. It seems that
every time a person flicks through the television channels they are likely to see a psychologist talking about
something or other. Thus people tend to view psychologists, including those seen on sports programmes, as
knowledgeable and as providing information useful to everyday life. However, the flip side is that most people
know someone who sees a clinical psychologist or therapist for a mind-related problem. In our society there
has been a stigma attached to such problems and so many people have attached negative connotations to
seeing a psychologist and may misunderstand the nature of seeing a sports psychologist.

D Xiu Li

There is still some distance between research and coaching practice. Sports psychology has been able to
develop a relatively significant research base in the last fifteen years; aided by general experimental researchers
often using athletes as an easily identifiable and obtainable population. Yet, as a practising sports psychologist
I recently observed an athletics coach, whose reaction to a promising middle-distance runner losing a winning
position on the last lap was to prioritise developing a sprint finish. What he didn’t address was the fact that
the runner failed to focus whenever he got overtaken. Then again, | also witnessed some baseball coaches
doing some work - which | would have been proud of in my professional capacity - on assessing and profiling
strengths and weaknesses, and also on performance anxiety. So things vary, and some trainers are clearly
more knowledgeable than others. But it is not surprising that, as a result, public conceptions are confused on
the issue.
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