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 i. 

Psychology in Sports Coaching

The fourth edition of Psychology in Sports Coaching continues to clearly and accessibly introduce the principles and practice of sports psychology in the context of the coaching process. Drawing on the latest research and theory, this book provides the psychological tools and techniques that coaches can use to get the best performances out of their athletes. The most effective coaches understand the fundamentals of sports psychology, which include interacting effectively with athletes, creating the optimal environment, assessing the psychological needs of their athletes, and providing them with the mental training required to maximise performance.

This fully revised and updated edition provides information about embedding psychological principals within coaching practice. It includes five new chapters on psychological safety, coach mental health, how coaches can become more effective leaders, how coaches can give effective team talks, and coach behaviour. It also offers step-by-step guidance on key topics such as facilitating awareness through goal-setting and performance profiling; coaching specialist populations effectively; reducing favourable attitudes towards doping; developing effective coach-athlete relationships; reducing choking under pressure; mindfulness techniques; and mental imagery. Every chapter contains useful features to aid learning and understanding, including in-depth case studies, critical thinking questions, clear and concise summaries, and practice exam questions.

Psychology in Sports Coaching is essential for any student of sports coaching or practising coach looking to extend and develop their skills, and useful applied reading for students of sports psychology.

Adam R. Nicholls is based in the School of Sport, Exercise, and Rehabilitation Sciences at the University of Hull, United Kingdom. He teaches a variety of modules relating to sports psychology and incorporating sports psychology within coaching practice. His primary research is related to stress, appraisal, coping, and doping among athletes. Prof Nicholls is a Registered Sport and Exercise Psychologist with the Health, Care, and Professions Council. He currently serves as an Associate Editor for Frontiers in Psychology and sits on the International Journal of Sport Psychology editorial board.
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To my boys Lawson and Sebbie,



You both fill my heart with joy every day. Hearing you both laugh are my favourite sounds. I love you both more than you will ever know.



To Kim,



I couldn’t imagine doing life with anyone else, and nor could our boys have a better mum than you.
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The fourth edition of this book has been written specifically to help students studying coaching and coaches understand the psychological principles of coaching to maximise coaching effectiveness. The purpose of this introduction is to explain:



	Overview of changes in the fourth edition

	Sports Coaching: Its purpose, what it is, and how it differs from teaching

	The synergy of coaching with sport psychology

	What sport psychology is and isn’t and its synergy with coaching

	Contexts in which coaches and sport psychologists work together

	Contexts in which coaches might prefer not to work with a sport psychologist

	The benefits of incorporating psychology within coaching

	Psychology and an athlete’s ability

	The structure and contents of this book

	Chapter features




Overview of changes in the fourth edition

The fourth edition of Psychology in Sports Coaching: Theory and Practice contains a new part, titled ‘The Coach’ (Part 6), and six new chapters:



	Psychological Safety (Chapter 16, Part 4)

	Coach Mental Health (Chapter 23, Part 6)

	Becoming a More Effective Leader (Chapter 24, Part 6)

	How to Give Effective Team Talks (Chapter 25, Part 6)

	Maltreatment and Abusive Coaching Practices (Chapter 27, Part 6)

	Trauma-Informed Coaching (Chapter 28, Part 6).




In addition to these six new chapters, all other chapters have been updated to include the latest theory and research.
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Sports coaching: its purpose, what it is, and how it differs from teaching

According to Lyle (2011), the purpose of sports coaching is to improve the performance of athletes or sports teams. Providing a definition of sports coaching that fully encapsulates what it is can be somewhat problematic and goes much beyond this introduction. There are numerous extensive commentaries on what sport coaching is and how it can be conceptualised (Cushion, 2007a, 2007b; Lyle, 2007).

In this book, sport coaching refers to the process by which a person or people attempt to improve an athlete’s or team’s sporting performance in competition by manipulating behaviour and creating practice environments that facilitate improvement. This person or people are often given the title of ‘coach’, and perform a multitude of roles (Lyle, 2011). Indeed, Lyle (2011) stated that the coach provides technical advice to their athlete or team with the sole purpose of helping them achieve better performance and, thus, results when competing. In addition to providing technical support, Côté and Gilbert (2009) also suggested that sport coaches provide leadership, motivation, and education to their athletes. Although the primary role of coaches in sports coaching is performance enhancement, it can also enhance athletes’ psychological well-being by fostering positive experiences (Côté et al., 2010).

Coaching is different from teaching. Sport coaching refers to the process of preparing an athlete or team to perform in a sports competition, whereas teaching refers to developing a person’s skills for non-competitive purposes (Lyle, 2011). As such, sport coaching is primarily concerned with performance enhancement within competitive sport.



The synergy of coaching with sport psychology

Unlike sport psychology, coaching is not primarily concerned with maximising psychological well-being. However, coaching can improve well-being by fostering positive experiences for athletes (Côté et al., 2010). As such, coaching and sport psychology complement each other nicely, so it could be argued that one of the roles a coach should play involves a psychological element to enhance performance beyond what technical training drills alone may achieve.

Some coaches may be sceptical of sport psychology, partly due to the negative attention this discipline receives or to negative experiences with sport psychology. Many unqualified individuals are working in professional sport who pose as sport psychologists. These individuals will not be sufficiently trained to provide an adequate service and may cause more harm than good. Such individuals may foster unrealistic expectations among coaches and athletes about what sport psychology can achieve.

Coaches must realise that sport psychology is not an instant cure for the problems an athlete may be encountering. As stated by Nicholls and Callard (2012), teaching athletes mental skills is not like waving a magic wand in front  xv. of their faces, which will instantly transform the athlete or team into world beaters. However, sport psychology involves teaching athletes a variety of mental skills that, when practised, can help them improve their performance and boost mental well-being.



Contexts in which coaches and sport psychologists work together

Coaches and sport psychologists may work together when athletes from individual sports such as tennis or golf employ both a coach and a sport psychologist. In other circumstances, coaches may engage a sports psychologist to work with their team. Generally, a coach would employ a sport psychologist when they feel that the athlete or team are suffering from psychological problems (e.g., anxiety) that are hurting performance. The sport psychologist would work with the athlete or team to help the athlete manage anxiety, which could then result in increased performance as the full effects of the sport psychology sessions are observed.

Additionally, coaches might work exclusively with sport psychologists, so the sport psychologist has no contact with the athletes but provides information to the coach, who relays it. For example, the sport psychologist might help the coach with matters such as how to provide more effective instructions, feedback, and communication strategies. Several sport psychologists work exclusively in this capacity. As such, there are many contexts in which coaches and sport psychologists may work together.



Contexts in which coaches might prefer not to work with a sport psychologist

Although coaches can employ sport psychologists themselves to help their athletes, there may be instances in which coaches are reluctant to introduce a sport psychologist to their team or athlete. For example, a coach may be reticent to hire a sports psychologist if they have just started coaching an athlete or team, because the coach may feel that the sports psychologist could, in some ways, undermine their relationship with the team or athletes. Some athletes might not feel comfortable talking about their feelings or problems with sport psychologists whom they do not know and would prefer to speak to their coach. In these instances, coaches might choose not to employ a sport psychologist, even though the team or athlete could benefit from mental training. In these instances, coaches could provide psychological training themselves and incorporate psychological principles into their coaching.



The benefits of incorporating psychology within coaching

Coaches invest a lot of time learning how to improve their players’ or athletes’ technical skills through various drills, their fitness or conditioning, and  xvi. how to teach different tactics or strategies to enhance performance. Less time is spent learning and understanding how a coach can apply psychological principles within their coaching. Using psychology in coaching has been, on the whole, ignored in many coaching manuals. This is a shame because so many athletes could benefit from being taught different psychological skills. For example, many athletes perform well in training but struggle to transfer that performance to competitive settings. Physiologically or technically, the athlete has not changed, but these athletes may struggle psychologically and could benefit from a coach providing psychological training.

Incorporating psychology into coaching enables coaches to become more effective, improving the quality of their coaching and yielding numerous benefits for players, including increased enjoyment and performance.



Psychology and an athlete’s ability

Psychology is not just for elite athletes; athletes at all levels, from beginners to Olympic champions, can benefit from it. Therefore, coaches who coach club-level tennis players to those who coach international rugby union teams can help their players by incorporating psychology into their coaching and applying some of the principles advocated in this book.



The structure and contents of this book

This book has been written for students studying coaching and working coaches who want to learn more about applying sport psychology principles to coaching. This book provides the reader with an understanding of how coaches can apply psychological principles to their coaching to maximise the enjoyment, learning, and performance of the athletes they coach. This book is presented in six parts:


Part 1: Providing Sport Psychology Training as a Coach and Mental Health Among Athletes

This part of the book outlines how coaches can ethically and responsibly offer sport psychology training to their athletes, while also considering athletes’ mental health. Part 1 contains a chapter on what it isn’t and provides information on how coaches provide psychological training to their athletes. In particular, it covers information on the ethical implications of coaches providing psychological training, the referral process, and the regulation of sport psychologists, which is a protected term (Chapter 1). Although coaches are not allowed to offer psychological training for athletes with a mental health issue, they may coach athletes with such matters. As such, they must have a basic understanding of the mental health issues athletes face and of how to coach in ways that promote mental well-being (Chapter 2).
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Part 2: Facilitating Awareness

In this part, information is provided on how the coach can assess what the athlete would like to achieve in their sport by helping the athlete set different goals (Chapter 3) and performance standards (Chapter 4) through performance profiling.



Part 3: Coaching Different Populations and Providing Psychological Support to Athletes with Various Needs

This part of the book provides information on considering the athlete’s needs and how this should influence coaching sessions. This part includes chapters on coaching children (Chapter 5), adolescents (Chapter 6), adults (Chapter 7), athletes with learning disabilities (Chapter 8), and providing psychological support to injured athletes (Chapter 9). These chapters provide information on the different learning styles and needs of these athletes. Furthermore, information on how to provide effective feedback, instruction, motivation, reducing dropout rates, supporting athletes through the injury process, and coach behaviour is included.



Part 4: Relationships, Support, and Influence Within Coaching Practice

Part 4 provides information on the importance of relationships in coaching, how coaches can support their athletes, and the influence coaches have over their athletes. This part contains information on how coaches can build a more effective coach-athlete relationship (Chapter 10), team cohesion (Chapter 11), and provide social support (Chapter 12). There are also chapters on factors that the coach can create the optimal motivational climate (Chapter 13), promote anti-doping attitudes among athletes through their influence (Chapter 14), develop athlete leaders and shared leadership within teams (Chapter 15), promote psychological safety (Chapter 16), and support athletes with perfectionism tendencies (Chapter 17).



Part 5: Mental Skills Training for Athletes

Part 5 describes different mental skill training techniques and provides practical advice on how a coach can deploy a range of psychological skills, such as mental imagery (Chapter 18), coping effectiveness training (Chapter 19), promoting challenge states (Chapter 20), mindfulness training (Chapter 21), and preventing choking under pressure (Chapter 22). These chapters contain scientific evidence that underpins their usefulness and are also supported by sample dialogue to help the coach better understand how to deploy these psychological skills.
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Part 6: The Coach

This new part focuses on the coach and includes information on coach mental health (Chapter 23), becoming a more effective leader (Chapter 24), giving more effective team talks (Chapter 25), applying self-determination theory and research to enhance coaching practice (Chapter 26), maltreatment and abusive coaching practices (Chapter 27), and trauma informed coaching (Chapter 28).




Chapter features

Each chapter is set out in the same format and includes:



	Purpose of the Chapter
Every chapter outlines its purpose at the very beginning.



	
Case Studies
All chapters, except Chapters 1 and 2, and those in Part 6 (except Chapter 26), include a case study to give readers deeper insight and understanding of how coaches can use sport psychology in their coaching. There is also a case study reflection for each case study that highlights key implications. Thus, this book offers both a theoretical and practical understanding of the psychological principles underlying coaching.



	
Summary Points
Each chapter, except Chapters 1 and 2, contains a series of bullet points that summarise its key points.



	
Practice Exam Questions
Each chapter, except Chapters 1 and 2, contains five practice exam questions, which allow the student to practice answering them and are very helpful for revision.



	
Critical Thinking Questions: Applying Theory to Coaching Practice
Every chapter, excluding Chapters 1 and 2, concludes with five critical thinking questions. These critical thinking questions will assess how the knowledge gained in the chapter can be applied to real-life coaching scenarios. Some of the new questions within the second edition encourage the reader to reflect on their own coaching practice and identify the strengths and weaknesses based on the latest information they have learned.



	
Case Study Questions
A new feature of the second edition is that each chapter includes three questions specifically related to the case study presented in that chapter. These questions are designed to encourage you to reflect on the case study and consider alternative approaches, limitations of the psychological approach the coach adopted, and strengths of the coach’s approach in the case study.






I hope you find this book valuable and enjoyable to read.
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Part 1
Providing sport psychology training as a coach and mental health among athletes
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1
Dos and don’ts for coaches who provide sport psychology to their athletes
Ethics, referrals, and the HCPC

DOI: 10.4324/9781003651314-2


This chapter aims to provide key information that coaches should consider when providing psychological support to athletes. More specifically, information is presented on:



	What sport psychology is and what it isn’t

	Ethical issues associated with delivering sport psychology to athletes: Some dos and don’ts

	The regulation of sport psychologists and protected terms

	Referrals

	Practical implications of coaches providing sport psychology




What sport psychology is and what it isn’t

Psychology is the scientific study of how human beings behave, think, and feel. As such, sport psychology is the scientific analysis of how humans behave, think, and feel in sporting contexts, such as training and competition. According to Nicholls and Callard (2012), there are two primary goals of sport psychology: (1) to ensure the psychological well-being of athletes and (2) to maximise performance. As such, sport psychology and coaching share a common purpose: maximising athletes’ or sports teams’ performance.



Ethical issues associated with providing sport psychology to athletes: some dos and don’ts

When a coach provides psychological support to their athlete, the coach enters a relationship that Ebert (1997) termed a ‘dual-role relationship’. Brewer (2000) suggested that role relationships can be problematic from an ethical perspective. Some scholars have even suggested that coaches should not provide psychological help to athletes (e.g., Ellickson and Brown, 1990), because there might be problems establishing a boundary between the coach and the athlete and issues regarding confidentiality, given that coaches often provide public statements to media  4. organisations about their athletes. Additionally, coaches who provide psychological help may not be able to do so without a reduction in their coaching competency due to time pressure (Buceta, 1993). Perhaps the most important ethical issue in coaches providing psychological guidance to athletes concerns whether they are competent to do so without causing harm to the athlete (Koocher and Keith-Spiegel, 1998).

However, others, such as Smith (1992) and Brewer (2000), have stated that a coach providing psychological help to an athlete is compatible with coaching roles, as long as the coach offers psychology geared towards performance rather than clinical concerns. There are several dos and don’ts that coaches could consider when they provide psychological help to athletes:



	
Dos

	Consult a registered sport and exercise psychologist or clinical psychologist if there are any doubts regarding the aspects of the psychological help you provide or concerns you may have with an athlete.

	Provide athletes with information on the different psychological skills that can be taught by a coach, along with the commitment they will need to make before starting any psychological training interventions.





	
Don’ts

	Provide psychological help for non-performance issues (e.g., depression, drug abuse, alcohol addiction, gambling, eating disorders, or relationships). When these cases are presented to the coach, the athlete should be referred immediately to a clinical psychologist or a General Practitioner (Andersen and Van Raalte, 2005).

	Put pressure on an athlete to receive psychological help.

	Let the psychological support provided to an athlete reduce the quality of coaching.









The regulation of sport psychologists and protected terms

Even though a coach may acquire pervasive information on sport psychology and be very effective at creating psychological training programmes, coaches cannot call themselves sport psychologists or advertise for work in this capacity within the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, or Australia if they are not registered within the United Kingdom or licensed in the United States, Canada, or Australia.

Since 13 May 2009, the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) has regulated individuals who practice as psychologists under statutory regulation. As such, the terms ‘registered psychologist’, ‘practitioner psychologist’, and ‘sport and exercise psychologist’ are protected terms, and only individuals who are registered with the HCPC can use this title.

 5. Should a coach wish to become an HCPC-registered sport and exercise psychologist, there are two specific pathways.


	
Pathway 1

	An undergraduate degree that is accredited by the British Psychological Society (BPS).

	A master’s degree, which is accredited by the BPS, in Sport and Exercise Psychology

	Two years of supervision by an HCPC-registered sport and exercise psychologist.





	
Pathway 2

	Undergraduate degree

	If not accredited by the BPS, obtain the 60-credit Open University module ‘Investigating Psychology 2’

	An MSc in Sport and Exercise Psychology

	Supervised training between two and four years.







In the United States, Canada, and Australia, individuals are required to obtain a licence to practice as a psychologist. The formal training involves:



	Achieving an undergraduate degree that is accredited by the relevant country’s psychological society (e.g., American Psychological Association, Canadian Psychological Association, or Australian Psychological Society)

	A professional doctorate in psychology.




For clarification, coaches are legally allowed to provide training in the psychological skills outlined in this book, but they cannot call themselves sport and exercise psychologists.




Referrals

A referral occurs when a coach contacts another professional to help an athlete they are working with because the coach lacks competence or expertise to address a problem. Referrals might also be made when a coach might not think it is appropriate to work with a specific athlete (Brewer, 2000). A coach should contact a clinical psychologist or ask their athlete to contact their General Practitioner if the athlete has problems relating to:



	Depression

	Drug abuse

	 6. Alcohol addiction

	Gambling

	Eating disorders

	Relationships.




Under no circumstances should coaches provide psychological support to athletes regarding these issues. In performance-related circumstances and when a coach feels the needs of an athlete exceed the coach’s capabilities, the coach should refer the athlete to a registered sport and exercise psychologist.

Referring an athlete to another professional, such as a clinical psychologist or a sport and exercise psychologist, can be awkward for a coach. The coach could explain to the player why a referral has been made, provide information about the professional to whom it was made, and answer any questions the athlete has.



Practical implications of coaches providing sport psychology

Although many athletes would benefit from receiving sport psychology training from their coach, some coaches do not have the time to learn about different psychological techniques and then implement them with athletes. Before asking an athlete whether they would like to engage in psychological training, the coach should ensure they have enough time to coach the athlete and provide psychological support.

When coaches have the time and an interest in using sport psychology in their coaching, they can improve athletes’ performance, enjoyment, and well-being. As with all new skills, coaching psychological skills will be difficult at times, and improvements in an athlete’s performance may take a long time. Still, by offering psychological skills training, coaches provide a more complete service.







 7. 


2
Mental health disorders and symptoms among athletes

DOI: 10.4324/9781003651314-3


This chapter aims to provide information on mental health. Although coaches are not qualified or have the competencies to help treat athletes with mental health issues (see Chapter 1), they must understand mental health and some of the problems that their athletes may face, as well as how they can create an environment that promotes mental well-being. This chapter includes:



	A definition of mental health disorders and symptoms

	Specific mental health symptoms among athletes

	Prevalence among athletes

	Role of the coach

	Creating an environment that supports mental well-being




Definition of mental health disorders and symptoms

A mental health disorder was defined by the American Psychiatric Association (APA, 2013) as a “clinically significant disturbance in an individual’s cognition, emotion regulation, or behaviour that reflects a dysfunction in the psychological, biological, or developmental processes underlying mental functioning” (p. 20). Further, when an athlete has a mental health disorder, they may experience internal struggles (e.g., physical and emotional strain, maladaptive coping such as alcohol or drug abuse, and diminished well-being) and external pressures (e.g., poor work-life balance, social and public pressures, and pressures from life outside of sport; Andersson et al., 2025).

Individuals can experience mental health symptoms (e.g., decreased interest or pleasure in sport or other activities, irritability, panic attacks, or significant preoccupation with calorific intake) without being defined as having a mental health disorder, because the individual has not met the threshold (APA, 2013). Wakefield (2007) argued that this way of classifying mental health disorders was implemented to determine who is eligible for clinical treatment, with those being diagnosed as having a mental health disorder being eligible and those without this diagnosis being ineligible. More recently, scholars have argued that mental  8. health should be viewed on a continuum between health and illness (Clark et al., 2017). As such, some athletes may display symptoms of mental health illness (e.g., sleep disorders, depressive symptoms, substance abuse) without having all of the symptoms for a clinical diagnosis or experiencing milder symptoms (Moesch et al., 2018). It is therefore important that coaches have a basic understanding of some of the mental health disorders and symptoms among athletes, so they can make earlier referrals for treatment, which is more effective than letting mental health symptoms deteriorate (Roberts et al., 2016).



Specific mental health symptoms among athletes

Reardon et al. (2019) conducted a systematic review on mental health among elite athletes and reported 11 different mental health conditions that have been reported among elite athletes. These include:


Sleep disorders or sleep concerns

A study of collegiate athletes in the United States found that 50% were getting less than the minimum requirement of 7 hours of sleep, and 79% reported getting less than 8 hours (NCAA, 2016).





Depression and depressive symptoms

Athletes can experience symptoms of depression, such as a depressed mood, little interest in activities they would typically enjoy, and a range of cognitive symptoms (1). To be diagnosed with a major depressive disorder, the athlete would need to experience five symptoms, over a period of at least two weeks, and these symptoms would impact functioning. As such, some athletes may display depressive symptoms, but do not fulfil the criteria to be diagnosed as having a major depressive disorder. Other symptoms include weight change, appetite change, feelings of worthlessness, suicidal thoughts, fatigue, or concentration problems (APA, 2013).




Anxiety

It should be noted that a generalised anxiety disorder is different from pre-competitive anxiety. Symptoms of an anxiety disorder include excessive worrying, feeling on edge, restlessness, muscle tension, irritability and sleep disturbances, which occur on most days (APA, 2013). Pre-competitive anxiety has received lots of attention in the sport psychology literature and relates to anxiety in the build-up to a competition. However, the worry and physical symptoms in pre-competitive anxiety are only experienced during competition.
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Post-traumatic stress

According to the APA (2013), there are three types of post-traumatic stress responses, which athletes might encounter:



	
Post-Traumatic Stress
At least one month of mental health symptoms following exposure to a traumatic event.



	
Acute Stress Disorder
Less than a month of mental health symptoms after a traumatic event.



	
Adjustment Disorder
Abnormal reaction to a specific stressor.





Reardon et al. (2019) suggested that trauma-related disorders are common in elite athletes and may be caused by injuries or events outside of sport (Wenzel and Zhu, 2013). Symptoms include anxiety, nightmares, avoiding similar situations, irritability, and a depressed mood (Bateman and Morgan, 2019).





Eating disorders

Reardon et al. (2019) distinguished between eating disorders (e.g., anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa) and disordered eating (e.g., abnormal eating that does not meet the criteria). Essentially, an athlete with an eating disorder restricts or purges multiple times per week, thinks about food most of the time, has eating patterns that prevent normal functioning in life, significantly reduces calorific in-take, and engages in excessive exercise. Alternatively, an athlete with disordered eating would occasionally purge or binge, function normally, be preoccupied with healthy eating, and not use exercise regularly to burn calories.




Bipolar and psychotic disorders

The APA (2013) categorised bipolar disorders as mood changes (i.e., depressive, manic, or hypomanic), along with symptoms such as a decreased need for sleep, inflated self-esteem, being more talkative, or being easily distracted. Psychotic disorders, such as schizophrenia, are associated with delusions, hallucinations, speech disturbances, social interaction problems, and general function impairment (Reardon et al., 2019).





Concussion

Athletes who have suffered a traumatic brain injury, by a direct blow to the head or face, are known as sport-related concussion (Rice et al., 2018). A systematic review by Rice (365) found that depression, anxiety, and impulsivity were the most common mental health symptoms after a concussion among male athletes. Indeed, Vargas et al. (2015) reported depressive symptoms among 20% of athletes  10. who suffered a concussion while playing sports or training. Factors that were associated with higher levels of depressive moods among concussion sufferers were an increased number of games missed, age of first participation in sport, and lower intelligence quotient.




Substance abuse

Reardon et al. (2019) reported that the most used substances among elite athletes are alcohol, caffeine, nicotine, cannabis, stimulants, and androgenic anabolic steroids. Worryingly, Reardon et al. found that cocaine usage is increasing among collegiate athletes. The sports with the most substance abuse among elite males included ice hockey, rugby, wrestling, and skiing. In contrast, ice hockey, gymnastics, and rowing were the sports with the highest substance abuse rates among elite female athletes (Reardon et al.).





Gambling

A gambling disorder is when an athlete has been gambling persistently and problematically, which results in negative consequences, for over 12 months (APA, 2013). Unfortunately, a gambling disorder is associated with other comorbid mental health symptoms such as anxiety, depression, and substance use. Unsurprisingly, it is therefore linked to decreased athletic performance (Reardon et al., 2019).

Although symptoms and disorders are more prevalent among elite athletes, athletes of all levels may also experience them.





Prevalence among athletes

The prevalence of mental health symptoms among elite athletes varies from study to study and is also dependent on the specific symptom. Two mental health symptoms that have featured extensively in the literature are depressive and anxiety symptoms. Regarding the prevalence of depressive symptoms, reviews have reported between 4% and 68% (Reardon et al., 2019), and a meta-analysis reported that 33.6% athletes reported anxiety or depressive symptoms (Gouttebarge et al., 2019). Reardon et al.’s review found that between 6% and 14.6% experienced anxiety symptoms, whereas eating disorder prevalence ranged from 0% to 19% in males and 6% to 45% among elite female athletes, and disordered gambling ranged from 1.8% to 4.0% of athletes. Lane et al. (2023) interviewed 30 National Rugby League players from Australia and found that 35% of these players were living with a mental health issue. A scoping review by Kegelaers et al. (2024) reported that 62.5% of student-athletes reported mental ill-health such as disordered eating, depression, or anxiety.

Nicholls et al. (2020c) examined the prevalence of anxiety and depressive symptoms among professional rugby league players. They suggested that some  11. studies that examined anxiety and depressive states may have underestimated the prevalence of these mental health symptoms due to the questionnaires they used. Further, they found evidence to suggest that mild and moderate/severe depressive symptoms, along with mild anxiety symptoms, were higher among the sample of professional Super League players than they were in the general population of the United Kingdom.



Facilitators and barriers for athletes seeking treatment

Athletes should be encouraged to seek professional support for a mental health disorder, and such treatment is vital for recovery. However, the stigma associated with having a mental health illness may prevent some athletes from seeking treatment (Andersson et al., 2025), as would concerns about information not being kept confidential (Harker and Petrie, 2025), and a lack of education about mental health were all barriers (O’Keffee et al., 2025). Factors that facilitated seeking treatment were the availability of treatment, affordability, geographical proximity, knowing that other famous athletes have received help for mental illness, receiving social support from others to access treatment, and normalising help-seeking behaviours (Andersson et al., 2025; Harker and Petrie, 2025; O’Keefe et al., 2025).



Role of the coach

As previously stated, coaches are not legally allowed to treat mental health issues among the athletes they coach. However, many coaches will likely coach athletes with a mental health issue. Still, many coaches often have little to no formal education about mental health in their coach-education programmes (Hebard et al., 2023), and some athletes are likely to hide their mental health from team-mates and coaches (Åkesdotter et al., 2024). Lebrum et al. (2020) interviewed coaches with experience coaching athletes with mental health issues. Although the coaches did not view dealing with an athlete’s mental health issues as part of their coaching role, they did consider supporting these athletes as part of their responsibilities. That is, the coaches offered emotional support without being too intrusive by encouraging the athletes, which the athletes perceived as helpful.




Creating an environment that supports mental well-being

Küttel et al. (2024) found that elite athletes valued a nurturing environment in which coaches provided support, fostered caring relationships, created camaraderie among teammates, and offered guidance from experts, all of which contributed to the athletes’ mental well-being. Indeed, the sporting environment is critical as a barrier to seeking help, with Andersson et al. (2025) revealing that sporting environments that were built around toughness negatively portray  12. mental health as a barrier to athletes seeking treatment. As such, the environment a coach creates is critical. Researchers such as Reardon et al. (2019) and Kuettel and Larsen (2020) proposed strategies that coaches can use to promote mental well-being among their athletes. These include the following:


Destigmatising

Coaches should consider the language they use and destigmatise mental health issues by creating an environment in which athletes are encouraged to seek help for any problems they may have. Further, coaches should not speak in a derogatory way about different mental health illnesses. Chow et al. (2021) conducted an intervention study that reduced the stigma of athletes seeking support for mental health, by providing awareness of mental health, showing empathy towards mental health illness, breaking stereotypes about mental health (i.e., only athletes in aesthetic sports have eating disorders and athletes with mental health disorders are not mentally tough), and showing videos about athletes disclosing mental health illness.



Training

By giving athletes enough time to recover between sessions, ensuring athletes have an appropriate training load, monitoring burnout symptoms, and ensuring athletes have fully recovered when they return to sport, coaches can reduce the stressors that lead to poorer mental health (Kuettel and Larsen, 2020; Reardon et al., 2019).



Coping

Teaching athletes to respond to stress through coping and appraisals will enable them to reduce the impact of stressors, which can cause mental health issues. Information on responding to stress more effectively through coping and assessments is presented in Chapters 19 and 20, respectively.



Celebrate achievement

Reardon and colleagues also suggested that coaches can promote athlete well-being by acknowledging and rewarding athletic improvement and effort, because this can reduce anxiety levels. As such, creating a mastery motivational climate will help promote mental health. More information about creating mastery motivational climates is presented in Chapter 13.




Autonomy

Giving athletes more control over what and when they perform certain activities is a protective factor against mental health issues (Kuettel and Larsen, 2020).




 13. 

Promoting positive relationships

Coaches can encourage friendships and positive relationships among athletes both in and out of sport. Friendships among athletes are linked to higher levels of psychological well-being. As such, coaches can consider activities in training and away from sport that may foster friendships. This includes reducing competition between teammates, rewarding effort and improvement, and organising social events.







 14 is blank. 


 15. 


Part 2
Facilitating awareness






 16 is blank. 
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Goal setting
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The purpose of this chapter is to provide information on how coaches can set both individual and team goals for their athletes. Information is provided on:



	Defining goals

	The benefits of goal setting

	Types of goals

	Short-term, medium-term, and long-term goals

	Goal-setting styles

	The goal-setting process

	Team goals

	Problems that may be encountered when goal setting




Defining goals

A goal refers to an objective that an athlete may have, a target of an athlete in relation to sport, or even a desired standard that an athlete wants to achieve about a specific task or sport, and within a particular time limit (Locke and Latham, 2002).



Types of goals

Burton et al. (2001) suggested that there are three types of goals related to the outcomes of competitions: the standard of performance and the actions athletes must engage in to perform well. These goals are referred to as outcome, performance, and process goals.


	
Outcome Goals
Outcome goals are related to the result or outcome of a particular match or competition. They may include the position an athlete finishes in, whether they win, or whether they earn a professional contract. However, it is essential that coaches set outcome goals because sporting success is often determined by winning or losing. It is also crucial that coaches understand some of the  18. possible disadvantages of outcome goals. For instance, outcome goals are only partially controllable by an athlete or a team, because the outcome of a match is determined by factors that an athlete or team cannot control, such as opponents’ performance or an official’s decision-making. As such, a cross-country runner may finish seventh in a race, have performed to their potential, and not have been fast enough to win at their current fitness level; thus, an outcome goal of winning would leave the athlete feeling disappointed. As such, coaches should not rely too heavily on outcome goals, as they can undermine motivation. Indeed, coaches are encouraged to use outcome goals alongside performance and process goals.



	
Performance Goals
Performance goals are related to athletes achieving specific standards of performance, usually in relation to their previous levels, such as their personal best. Performance goals are concerned only with standards of performance, not with outcomes or results. For example, a golfer might want to improve the number of fairways they hit by 10% in a season, from 35% to 45%.



	
Process Goals
Goals that focus on the actions an athlete needs to perform to be successful are known as process goals. For example, a soccer player who takes free kicks for their team could aim to improve their follow-through with the leg when striking the ball. As such, process goals enable athletes to improve their performance by focusing on techniques associated with enhanced performance.







The benefits of goal setting

Williamson et al. (2024) conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis involving 27 studies and found that:



	Both process and performance goals were associated with higher performance; however, process goals were more strongly correlated with higher performance than performance goals.

	Short-term goals and a combination of short- and long-term goals increased performance.

	Both specific and non-specific goals were associated with increased performance, but there was no significant difference between them.

	Self-referenced goals were associated with lower levels of cognitive anxiety and somatic anxiety, whereas goals related to outperforming others increased cognitive anxiety.

	Goal setting is associated with higher confidence than in athletes in a control group in both the short- and long-term.



 19. Other researchers, such as Martin et al. (2009a) and Kingston and Hardy (1997), also found that:



	Goal setting has a positive impact on teams. Indeed, goal-setting interventions have been shown to impact both team performance and team cohesion positively. However, Durdubas et al. (2020) reported that a season-long goal-setting intervention decreased team cohesion among participants in the goal-setting group. In contrast, team cohesion remained stable in the control group. However, the authors noted that other factors may have explained the decrease in team cohesion among the goal-setting group. Durdubas and colleagues reported that the task-involving motivational climate (see Chapter 13) decreased in the goal-setting group but not in the control group. As such, the motivational climate was likely responsible for the decrease in team cohesion, demonstrating that a multitude of factors are associated with team cohesion.




More recently, researchers such as Wilkman et al. (2014) conducted a 12-week goal-setting intervention and monitored the athletes’ fear of failure before the study began, after the intervention, and 12 weeks after the intervention ended. Interestingly, the athletes’ fear of failure decreased following the goal-setting intervention but returned 12 weeks later. As such, this finding could imply that coaches need to regularly encourage athletes to set goals for them to experience the benefits.

Setting goals can also positively impact indicators of motivation. Gerani et al. (2020) studied the impact of goal-setting intervention across five sports lessons. The authors found that setting goals for 11- and 12-year-olds resulted in the athletes feeling more autonomously motivated (i.e., higher levels of interest in the classes) and receiving higher levels of support from their teacher and other pupils, compared to the control group.

Further, Dohme et al. (2019) conducted a review of the literature on factors that facilitate the development of talented young athletes. Twenty-five studies were included in this systematic review, with 20 reporting that goal setting was crucial for helping young athletes become elite athletes. Dohme and colleagues concluded that goal setting helps young athletes stay focused, determined, and motivated. Furthermore, the authors reported that goal setting allows athletes to evaluate themselves and their performance, which may explain why setting goals facilitates the development of talented young athletes.




Goal setting styles

Burton and Naylor (2002) found that athletes exhibit goal-setting styles. That is, athletes will set particular types of goals depending on their personality without any help from their coach. Therefore, athletes have a predisposition to place  20. certain kinds of goals. According to Burton and Naylor, there are two types of goal-setting styles: performance- and success-oriented.


	
Performance-Oriented
Athletes who tend to set goals related to their own self-improvement, rather than to demonstrate their ability relative to other athletes, are said to have a performance-oriented goal-setting style. Athletes with this goal-setting style tend to focus on improving their performance and are less concerned with results. Athletes with performance-oriented goal-setting styles are likely to set goals that are challenging, and are not worried about making mistakes or failing. This is because their primary motivation is to improve as an athlete. As such, athletes with a performance-oriented goal-setting style are comfortable playing more skilled opponents because they judge success by their own performance and improvements, rather than by the outcome of a match or competition.



	
Success-Oriented
Athletes who tend to set goals that involve social comparisons with their competitors or teammates (e.g., beating a specific opponent) are classified as having a success-oriented approach to goal setting. Coaches should be aware that athletes who tend to set success-oriented goals may avoid setting challenging goals because they are worried about the humiliation they might experience when failing and about what others will think of them if they do. Therefore, athletes with this goal-setting style will only set goals they know they can achieve.







Short-term, medium-term, and long-term goals

Coaches should be aware that goals can be short-term, medium-term, or long-term:



	Short-term goals refer to achievements that occur shortly after a goal is set, usually within a week, such as an athlete winning their next match the following day or the following week.

	Medium-term goals refer to goals set for a week to several months, such as an athlete wanting to make a set number of appearances during a season or win a specific number of races.

	Long-term goals relate to desired achievements that may occur over a period of a few months to 50 years after a goal is set. For instance, a long-term goal of a 15-year-old golfer might be to win a major before their 40th birthday.




Coaches must help their athletes set short-term, medium-term, and long-term goals. Long-term goals are crucial for helping athletes develop a sense of purpose in what they do. This should also make the sacrifices they have to make more bearable, because they know they are being made for the good of their goal. Additionally, medium-term and short-term goals can make longer-term goals  21. seem more achievable to athletes. The coach can tell their athletes that they will eventually succeed in achieving their long-term goals if they regularly achieve their short- and medium-term goals.



The goal setting process

Bird et al. (2024) provided an excellent goal-setting process, which sports coaches can use. Their model includes four distinct phases:


Phase 1: Preparation

The coach can work with the athlete to discuss their needs and thus prioritise areas to work on. Following this, the coach can explore the athletes’ motives for the goals to establish what they would like to achieve, and then provide some goal-setting education, explaining what it is, how it works, and some of its potential benefits.



Phase 2: Goal setting

In phase 2, the coach and athlete work together to explore the content of the goals. The athlete can take the lead in this, with the coach supporting them. During this phase, the athlete considers the types of goals, their difficulty, and the contexts in which they will be applied (i.e., training and competition). After creating goals, the athlete can prioritise which goals to work on first by ranking them in order.



Phase 3: Preparing for goal achievement

A crucial role of coaches is to foster goal commitment, which relates to the athlete’s determination to achieve their goals (Locke and Latham, 2006). Interestingly, Klein et al. (1999) found that individuals are more committed to challenging goals, which helps improve performance, than to easier ones. Another way to foster goal commitment is to allow athletes to take control of the goal-setting process, thereby giving them ownership (Kingston and Wilson, 2008). During Phase 3, athletes can be asked to consider any barriers that may prevent them from achieving their goals (e.g., lack of time, access to facilities, or motivation) and discuss how these can be addressed and strategies to facilitate goal attainment.



Phase 4: Following up

Bird et al. (2024) suggested that it is essential to monitor athletes’ progress towards their goals so that goals can be revised or adjusted if they are achieved too  22. easily, are too complex, or are impossible to achieve. Smith (2015) found that positive reinforcement is essential, enabling coaches to emphasise progress and encourage future progress.





Setting team goals

As previously mentioned in the section on the benefits of goal setting, the meta-analysis by Martin et al. (2009a) found that team goal-setting programmes have a positive impact on team cohesion and performance. Indeed, athletes in team sports believe that setting team goals and clarifying the roles and responsibilities of all team members are crucial for success (Ponnusamy et al., 2018). It is therefore essential that coaches understand team goal-setting and encourage their teams to set goals. A team’s goal can be defined as ‘the future state of affairs desired by enough members of a group to work towards its achievement’ (Johnson and Johnson, 1987: 132).

Widmeyer and Ducharme (1997) provided information on how coaches can set team goals more effectively. In particular, they outlined six key principles for effective team goal setting and a rationale for each principle:



	
Establish Long-term Goals First
Although short-term goals are achieved first and are likely to be more realistic, athletes are more likely to agree with the long-term goals they want to accomplish while playing for a team. Coaches should still apply the SMARTS principle to setting long-term goals, and all goals for that matter, with these long-term goals being specific and realistic.



	
Establish Clear Paths to Long-term Goals
Coaches should help athletes establish clear paths for their teams to reach their long-term goals. This can be achieved by encouraging athletes to set short-term team goals for outcomes, performance, and processes. For example, a team’s long-term goal could be to finish at least second in the league, so the coach could encourage the players to split the league into ten segments of three games each. The short-term outcome goal could be to win at least two games per segment, which, if achieved, would help the team reach its long-term goal. To achieve their outcome goals, the team could be encouraged to set performance goals that make the outcome goals realistic, such as not conceding more than five goals in any three segments and taking at least 40 shots per segment. Short-term team process goals would focus on the processes that determine successful performances, which will vary from sport to sport. This might include reducing the number of two-on-ones when defending in rugby to zero per match, but increasing the number of two-on-ones when attacking by 10%.



	
Involve all Team Members when Developing Team Goals
All team members must have an input in developing their team goals. This could be challenging for a coach working with a team of many athletes, such  23. as in rugby union or American football. Asking athletes to provide input on a team’s goals publicly might not be wise for coaches, because athletes will be concerned about what other teammates think when setting team goals. As such, coaches could ask their players to write their team goals anonymously on paper and collect these ideal goals. The coach could then collate and present these to the team to discuss which goals are realistic, with the view of developing team goals that all athletes are committed to achieving.



	
Monitor the Progress of Team Goals.
Coaches should monitor and record their teams’ progress towards short-, medium-, and long-term goals. A study by Forsblom et al. (2019) evaluated goal-setting practices across 24 teams. They found that although outcome goals were evaluated, process and performance goals were seldom monitored. Forsblom and colleagues argued that this might be because too many process and performance goals were set and suggested that fewer goals could be set. As such, the progress towards outcome, performance, and process goals should be presented to players regularly. This might facilitate discussion if teams are not performing as well as they would like, regarding what they could do differently to get back on track. Monitoring goals motivates athletes and encourages them to focus on their team goals (Hampson and Harwood, 2016). Additionally, Jeong et al. (2021) suggested that athletes could be provided with feedback regarding goal attainment progress.



	
Reward Team Progress in Achieving Team Goals
Coaches must reward players when they make progress in achieving their team goals. This could take the form of praise or a social activity the players will enjoy, which may foster even more team spirit.



	
Foster Collective Efficacy Regarding Team Goals
Teams with athletes who are more confident in achieving their goals will perform better. As such, coaches can enhance their team’s belief in their ability to succeed by employing techniques that maximise the chances of team success, such as ensuring optimal preparation. Other methods could include the coach providing information regarding how goals can be achieved and practising relevant drills in training sessions. For example, if a team has a process goal of limiting the opposition to zero two-on-ones per rugby match, the coach could have players practice defensive drills that increase the likelihood of achieving this goal, thereby enhancing players’ confidence in achieving their team goal.







Problems that may prevent effective goal setting

Although goal-setting seems a relatively straightforward process, some common problems may arise:



	Some athletes may not want to set goals because they feel goal-setting takes up too much time. Other athletes might not want their goals to become public  24. knowledge (Murphy, 1996). Coaches can inform athletes that goal setting is a necessary process that will remain confidential.

	Athletes might fail to adjust their goals if they struggle to accomplish their targets (Burton, 1989). If an athlete is halfway through their season and will not achieve the seasonal goal of finishing in the top five of the rankings, they may experience a decline in motivation. Coaches can help monitor an athlete’s progress towards their goal and encourage them to adjust their goals if they are not on track.

	Athletes might not be motivated by their goals. As such, coaches should work with athletes and monitor the effects of goals on athletes’ motivation levels by chatting with them or administering motivation questionnaires. Coaches should regularly monitor the impact that goals have on athletes.

	Coaches should encourage athletes not to set too many goals. If athletes set too many goals, their attention will not be focused on achieving specific goals because they have too many things to think about. As Locke and Latham (2002) pointed out, goals work because they focus the mind. Although athletes may set a few goals, coaches can encourage them to focus on two or three at a time. Once these goals are achieved, they can work towards their other goals or set new ones.

	One factor that may prevent athletes from achieving their goals is the presence of barriers. Helping athletes remove these barriers may be pivotal to their success and higher levels of motivation. As such, the coach could work with the athlete to identify obstacles that may prevent them from achieving their goals by discussing the barriers and their impact. These barriers might include other commitments that prevent athletes from practising enough to reach their goals (e.g., education, work, or family). If the obstacles cannot be overcome, coaches should encourage athletes to adjust their goals accordingly.

	Some athletes might focus too much on outcome goals (Hampson and Harwood, 2016), so coaches must encourage athletes to focus on process goals.





Summary points


	A goal is an objective, target, or desired standard that an athlete aims to achieve in relation to a specific task or sport.

	Goal setting is associated with numerous benefits, such as enhanced performance and team cohesion, and it also has a motivating effect on athletes.

	There are three types of goals: (1) outcome goals, (2) performance goals, and (3) process goals.

	Athletes should be encouraged by their coach to monitor their progress in attaining all types of goals (e.g., outcome, performance, and process). Adjust goals if they are too easy or too difficult to achieve.

	Athletes mustn’t set too many goals.




Case Study 3.1 
 25. Working with an Adolescent Basketball Player to Develop Goals


Dave is 59-year-old coach, who has been coaching basketball at national level for over 25 years. One of his players is 14-year-old Michael, who is already playing under-18 national basketball. Although Michael is highly motivated, Dave feels Michael should set some goals. After an individual training session, Dave asks Michael to arrive 30 minutes early for the next session, so they can set some goals.

Dave started the goal setting session by explaining what goals are and the potential benefits of setting goals. He then asked Michael whether he set goals for himself and what those goals were, to see if Michael was likely to set performance-oriented or success-oriented. It turned out that Michael did not really set any goals for himself, other than to play for his country at the Olympics. Dave told Michael that this goal was a good starting point. He also explained the concept of setting short-term and medium-term goals that were related to outcomes, performance, and processes to help Michael achieve his aim of playing for his country at the Olympics.

Dave was conscious of the fact that he wanted Michael’s goals to be his own goals and did not want to force his own goals on Michael. After explaining the different types of goals, he asked Michael to pick several outcome, performance, and process goals. Although Dave wanted Michael to choose his own goals, he provided guidance for Michael using the SMARTS principles of goal setting. For instance, Dave suggested that Michael’s goals should be specific because these would focus his attention, measurable so they could monitor his progress, realistic, and set within specific time frames. Michael had set several goals, such as playing for his national under-16 team at the world championships and starting all of the matches. He also wanted to improve his shooting accuracy, and in particular his follow through when shooting. Dave encouraged him to focus on three specific goals, and asked Michael what he thought he had to do to achieve his goals. They then developed a two-month training programme to work on Michael’s acceleration, shooting, and passing. They planned to review Michael’s progress after two months and adapt the programme if necessary, but Dave wanted Michael to always have goals to work towards so intended to regularly meet with Michael.

 26. Case study reflection

Goal setting is a power tool that coaches can use to maximise the performance of their athletes in addition to the well-being of athletes (i.e., reduced cognitive anxiety and enhanced confidence). It is important that coaches regularly monitor the progress of their athletes and support them in achieving their goals. If a coach feels his athlete is struggling to achieve his or her goals, the coach should encourage the player to adjust his or her goals.




Practice exam questions


	Critically evaluate the benefits of setting goals.

	Discuss the implications of an athlete setting only outcome goals.

	Critically evaluate Bird et al.’s (2024) goal-setting procedure.

	Critically examine the relationship between goal setting and performance.

	Discuss the implications of coaches who set team goals without consulting their athletes.





Critical thinking questions: applying theory to practice


	Reflect on your own coaching experience and describe how you have used goal setting in your own coaching practice.

	Design a goal-setting programme based on Bird et al.’s (2024) four phases of goal setting.

	Discuss how coaches can foster goal commitment among athletes.

	Discuss the role of positive reinforcement for goal setting.

	How can coaches prevent problems when their athletes set goals?





Case study questions


	How could setting goals benefit Michael in the short-term, medium-term, and long-term? Discuss.

	Why is it essential that Dave encouraged Michael to own his own goals?

	Discuss why Dave wanted Michael to continue working towards goals.
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The purpose of this chapter is to provide information on how coaches can use performance profiling with individual athletes and in team settings. As such, information will be provided on:



	Definition of the performance profile

	The benefits of performance profiling

	Teaching athletes to complete the revised performance profile by Gucciardi and Gordon (2009)

	Team performance profiling




Definition of the performance profile

The performance profile was developed to enhance an athlete’s self-awareness of the characteristics that facilitate successful performance and to enhance the coach’s understanding of the athlete’s perspective (Butler, 1989; Butler et al., 1993). As such, performance profiling is a method that allows coaches to understand how athletes rate themselves in the qualities needed for success in their sport. Coaches can use this information to help develop training schedules in areas where players feel they could improve (Butler, 1996a).

Performance profiling is embedded in Kelly’s (1955/1991) Personal Construct Theory (PCT). The central tenet of the PCT is that individuals continually strive to make sense of the world that they are in and themselves by constructing personal theories. This leads individuals to anticipate what will happen in given situations (e.g., playing a highly ranked player in tennis), and these theories are either validated when the match is played or revised (Butler and Hardy, 1992). As such, PCT concerns the athlete’s perspective. The PCT has two fundamental principles according to Butler (Butler, 1996a; Butler et al., 1993):



	Each athlete has a unique way of making sense of their experiences in sport, which might otherwise remain at a low level of consciousness if they do not engage in performance profiling.

	 28. To understand an athlete’s point of view, the coach must see things from the athlete’s perspective. Coaches and athletes may tend to see things from their own perspective because they both have a unique set of experiences (e.g., playing vs. coaching).



Gucciardi and Gordon (2009) revised Butler’s (Butler, 1989; Butler et al., 1993) original performance profile by adding two additional tenets from Kelly’s PCT, which were a contrast pole (i.e., opposite of desirable characteristic) and situations or events in which athletes feel the characteristics are the most useful.



The benefits of performance profiling

Sport psychology scholars (e.g., Dale and Wrisberg, 1996; D’Urso et al., 2002; Jones, 1993; Weston et al., 2011a, 2011b) have found that the performance profile has several benefits that include:



	Helping athletes identify the qualities that lead to successful performance in their chosen sport.

	Helping athletes identify their own strengths and weaknesses.

	Fostering an athlete’s understanding of their abilities and what is required to be successful in their chosen sport.

	Enhancing an athlete’s motivation if a performance profile is completed at least three times in six weeks.

	Allowing athletes to monitor their own progress.

	Facilitating a discussion between the coach and athlete.

	Enhancing communication between athletes in team settings.

	Taking responsibility for one’s development.

	Setting new and challenging goals.





How does the performance profile work?

Traditional methods of providing psychological support involve a coach deciding what an athlete needs and then delivering an intervention to address those needs (Jones, 1993). However, in this process, the athlete is relatively passive and has little say over which psychological skills they receive. This may reduce an athlete’s motivation to engage in and adhere to any psychological intervention (Butler and Hardy, 1992). The performance profile prevents athletes from being passive, as they are instrumental in the performance profile process.

The original performance profiling procedure (Butler, 1989: Butler et al., 1993) involved athletes listing a variety of qualities that the best players in his or sport possess, which will include physical (e.g., stamina, acceleration, and agility), technical (e.g., serve in tennis, shooting in soccer, or passing in rugby), tactical (e.g., understanding of sport specific tactics), and psychological (e.g., ability to
 29. 
cope with stress, confidence, or mental toughness). Players would then rank the 12 most important qualities, in order, and then write a sentence in which they describe what each quality means to them. Finally, the athlete plots the qualities on a performance profile and rates them out of 10. A score of 10 indicates that the athlete can not improve in a particular area, whereas a score of 1 suggests that the athlete has much room for improvement. See Figure 4.1 for an example of a completed performance profile.


[image: A radar chart with concentric rings numbered from 1 to 10, each axis representing a skill or attribute. The categories shown are flexibility, managing anger, first touch, acceleration, stamina, positional play, managing stress, shooting, passing, agility, concentration, and speed. Black dots are plotted along each axis to indicate performance levels, and these dots are connected to form a closed shape summarizing strengths and weaknesses across all attributes.]
Figure 4.1 
Completed Performance Profile.
Return to text.⏎




The revised performance profile

Gucciardi and Gordon (2009) believed that the original performance profile (Butler, 1989; Butler et al., 1993) did not include all the tenets of Kelly’s (1991) PCT, and that the performance profile procedure could be improved to offer  30. superior insight into an athlete’s perspective. As such, they revised the performance profile, which has since been successfully used by other scholars, such as Castillo and Chow (2020).

The revised performance profile technique (Gucciardi and Gordon, 2009) involves three stages, though the second stage comprises several steps. As a result, the revised technique yields a much more detailed performance profile. See Table 4.1 for an example of a completed revised performance profile.



Table 4.1 
Revised Performance Profile Example
Return to text.⏎


	Ranking
	General importance
	Emergent pole
	Construct rating
	Contrast pole



	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7





	1
	10
	Confidence
	
	
	
	CSCA
	
	
	IS
	Lacks self-belief in ability to achieve goals



	2
	10
	Mental toughness
	
	CS
	CA
	
	
	IS
	
	Mentally weak, and can’t perform during adversity



	3
	10
	Emotional control
	
	
	
	CA
	
	CS
	IS
	Unable to control emotions when competing



	4
	9
	Resilience
	
	CSCA
	
	
	
	IS
	
	Unable to cope with setbacks



	5
	9
	Block negative thoughts
	CS
	
	CA
	
	
	
	IS
	Dwells on bad things



	6
	
	Works hard everyday
	
	CS
	
	CA
	
	
	IS
	Does not give 100% all the time



	7
	9
	Pushes through fatigue in training
	
	CA
	
	CS
	
	IS
	
	Stops trying when it gets tough



	8
	8
	Lives a Dedicated lifestyle
	CSCA
	
	
	
	IS
	
	
	Does not live like an athlete should



	9
	8
	Tactical intelligence
	
	
	
	
	CS
	CAIS
	
	Limited understanding of tactics



	10
	8
	Concentrates for long periods of time
	CS
	
	CA
	
	
	
	IS
	Easily distracted






Key: CS = Current Self, IS = Ideal Self; Coach Assessment




Stage 1. Introducing the revised performance profile to the athlete

In the first stage of the revised performance profile, the coach explains what the performance profile is, the different processes involved, and its overall purpose: to help an athlete understand their strengths and areas for improvement.



Stage 2. Identifying constructs



Step 1. Emergent and contrast poles

The purpose of Step 1 is to identify the factors that distinguish elite performers [emergent pole] and the opposite of these qualities [contrast pole]. Athletes must consider emergent and contrast poles because they allow others (e.g., coaches and psychologists) to understand how an athlete interprets their experiences (Gucciardi and Gordon, 2009).

The first part is to elicit the emergent poles. The coach could ask the athlete to think of three elite performers they are familiar with. One could be a world champion, and the other two would be top-10 athletes in their sport. The athlete is then asked to consider how the world champion differs from the other two athletes who made them a world champion. These are emergent poles that represent the constructs associated with elite performance. This process continues until the athlete can no longer think of any other emergent poles. The athlete is then asked to provide a meaning for each emergent pole. The coach must explain that it is essential for the athlete to perceive each emergent pole.

Following this process, the athlete generates a contrast pole for each emergent pole. The contrast pole represents the opposite of the emergent pole. For example, the contrast pole for self-belief might be self-doubt, whereas the contrast pole for hard work might be laziness. Gucciardi and Gordon (2009) provided some excellent questions for coaches to help elicit contrast poles, such as:



	“An athlete who is not in control of their emotions [emergent pole] would be. …?”

	“How does an athlete differ from someone resilient [emergent pole]?”

	“Mental toughness [emergent pole] would contrast with someone who is. …?
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Step 2. Importance of emergent and contrast poles

According to Kelly (1955/1991), people differ in the events they anticipate and the meanings they ascribe to them, which influences how they attach importance to different constructs at the emergent and contrast poles. As such, asking an athlete to rank the qualities in order of importance identifies the most critical areas for elite performance and allows others working with the athlete to gain a deeper understanding of the athlete. Firstly, these are ranked in order of importance to the athlete, with one being the most important and 10 the least important. These are rated in order of importance for elite performance, ranging from ‘1 = not important for elite performance’ to ‘10 = crucial for elite performance’. The general importance scale allows athletes to consider qualities of equal importance.



Step 3. Usefulness

The athlete is asked to list, on a separate piece of paper or a new screen, the challenges elite athletes face, which might include competing in highly pressurised competitions, being criticised by a coach, being de-selected, or financial insecurity.

The coach then asks the athlete to consider how each quality identified as an emergent pole would help an elite athlete manage such situations.




Stage 3. Assessing each construct

Finally, the coach asks the athlete to rate themselves on each construct using a 7-point Likert-type scale. A score of 1 is related to being high in the emergent pole, whereas a score of 7 represents a high score in the contrast pole. Gucciardi and Gordon (2009) provided some excellent criteria for scoring the performance profile:



	Current self vs. Best performance

	Current self vs. Ideal self

	Self vs. another person (e.g., teammate, elite athlete, or competitor)

	Competition vs. training







Assessing athlete and coach discrepancies

Once the player has completed their performance profile, Butler (1996a) and Gucciardi and Gordon (2009) suggested that the coach should rate each characteristic to assess discrepancies between the coach and the athlete. Ideally, the coach would rate the athlete on the qualities without knowing how the player rated themself. Significant discrepancies between the coach and the player require discussion between the two, in which they discuss their reasons for assigning the score they did. Butler argued that mismatches between the coach and the athlete often contribute to tension between the two and even to a lack of  33. progress. If the coach and athlete still disagree after a discussion, they could seek another coach’s opinion or use video feedback to help the athlete see the coach’s perspective.




Monitoring progress

Coaches can monitor their athletes’ progress by asking them to complete a performance profile regularly, such as once a month. Improvements in qualities that athletes are working towards can instil confidence and also indicate to the coach whether their training programme is effective or needs altering (Butler, 1996b). Regarding a monitoring guideline, Weston et al. (2011a) found that when athletes completed a performance profile three times over six weeks, motivation increased significantly. As such, this appears to be a suitable number of assessments in the first weeks. After this time, coaches can use their discretion to decide how many times athletes should complete the performance profile. This may vary from athlete to athlete and depend on factors such as whether athletes are making technical changes, whether they are in the off-season vs. the competitive season, or whether they have recently changed coaches.



Team performance profiling in adults

Research by Dale and Wrisberg (1996) indicates that performance profiling can be beneficial in team settings. Team performance profiling involves a team identifying the characteristics of successful teams and rating itself on each characteristic. Dale and Wrisberg (1996) developed a three-step procedure for coaches to use team performance profiling (see Table 4.2).



Table 4.2 
A Season-Long Performance Profiling Intervention in Professional Soccer
Return to text.⏎


	Ranking
	General importance
	Emergent pole
	Construct rating
	Contrast pole



	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7





	1
	10
	Excellent communication during matches
	TI
	
	
	
	
	
	CTCA
	Players are silent during matches



	2
	10
	Team spirit
	
	TI
	
	
	CA
	CT
	
	Poor team atmosphere



	3
	10
	Role clarity
	TI
	
	
	
	
	CTCA
	
	Uncertainty in role



	4
	9
	Clear team goals
	
	TI
	
	
	CTCA
	
	
	Confusion over team goals



	5
	9
	Honesty
	
	TICTCA
	
	
	
	
	
	Teammates are dishonest



	6
	
	Leadership
	TI
	
	
	CT
	
	CA
	
	No leadership within the team



	7
	9
	Trust
	
	TI
	
	
	CA
	CT
	
	Players doubt each other



	8
	8
	Cohesion
	TI
	
	
	CA
	CT
	
	
	Team lacks togetherness



	9
	8
	Parity with others
	
	TI
	
	CT CA
	
	
	
	Some players are favoured and have more say



	11
	7
	Closeness
	
	
	TI
	
	
	CTCA
	
	Players don’t a good relationship



	12
	8
	Works well with team mates
	TI
	
	
	
	
	CT
	CA
	Team mates argue






Key: Current Team; Team Ideal; Coach Assessment




	
Initial Team Meeting
The coach should call a team meeting, ideally at the start of the season, to integrate new team members and then explain the performance profile. Additionally, the coach should explain the benefits of team performance profiling, such as enabling the coach and team members to gain insight into each other’s perspectives.



	
Individual Performance Profiling
The coach asks each player to go through the three stages outlined in this chapter, as recommended by Gucciardi and Gordon (2009), to complete their own individualised performance profile. Once the player has completed their performance profile, the coach rates the athlete on the characteristics they selected. This process may facilitate discussions among individual players and coaches, especially when discrepancies arise.



	
Team Performance Profiling
Athletes then go through the same three stages of the performance profile (e.g., Gucciardi and Gordon, 2009), but this time they are applied to
 34.  35. a team, followed by Stage 4, when the coach rates the team. Firstly, the coach should describe the performance profile (Stage 1). The next stage involves the athletes describing the emergent and contrast poles for their sport, ranking them in order of importance for teams, and then offering a general importance rating for team success (Stage 2). Following this, athletes rate their team scores for each emergent/contrast pole on a 7-point Likert-type scale, indicating their current and ideal scores. A score of 1 indicates the team scores high on the emergent pole, whereas a score of 7 means the team scores high on the contrast pole. In Stage 4, the coach rates the team on the emergent and contrast poles. This process can facilitate a discussion in which the coach and team develop action plans to help them achieve their ideal scores.







Team performance profiling among young athletes

Szécsi et al. (2023) adopted traditional approaches to working with older athletes by asking athletes to consider the world’s best athletes. That is, in their approach, young players were asked to consider the world’s best soccer player, and they agreed on Lionel Messi. The players were asked to consider how Lionel Messi felt, behaved, and thought when he played football, and to use a scale of 1 to 5 rather than 1 to 10. As such, coaches can make these adaptations when working with younger players by using famous athletes to identify the characteristics associated with successful performances (see Table 4.3).



Summary points


	Performance profiling is based upon Kelly’s (1955/1991) Personal Construct Theory.

	Performance profiling is a method that allows coaches to understand how athletes rate themselves in the qualities needed for success in their sport.

	Performance can benefit athletes and is associated with enhanced motivation.

	Performance profiling can be conducted with individual athletes or with teams.





Practice exam questions


	Discuss the origins of the performance profile.

	Performance profiling can enhance motivation. Discuss.

	Describe the benefits of performance profiling.

	What are the benefits and possible adverse effects of coach performance profiling?

	Critically evaluate the advantages of team performance profiling.
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Table 4.3 
Second Team Performance Profile
Return to text.⏎


	Ranking
	General importance
	Emergent pole
	Construct rating
	Contrast pole



	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7





	1
	10
	Excellent communication during matches
	TI
	CTCA
	
	
	
	
	
	Players are silent during matches



	2
	10
	Team spirit
	
	TI
	CA
	CT
	
	
	
	Poor team atmosphere



	3
	10
	Role clarity
	TI,CT,CA
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Uncertainty in role



	4
	9
	Clear team goals
	
	TI
	CTCA
	
	
	
	
	Confusion over team goals



	5
	9
	Honesty
	
	TICTCA
	
	
	
	
	
	Teammates are dishonest



	6
	
	Leadership
	TI
	
	
	CT,CA
	
	
	
	No leadership within the team



	7
	9
	Trust
	
	TI
	CA
	CT
	
	
	
	Players doubt each other



	8
	8
	Cohesion
	TI
	
	CT,CA
	
	
	
	
	Team lacks togetherness



	9
	8
	Parity with others
	
	TI
	CTCA
	
	
	
	
	Some players are favoured and have more say



	11
	7
	Closeness
	
	
	TI
	CT,CA
	
	
	
	Players don’t a good relationship



	12
	8
	Works well with teammates
	TI
	CT
	CA
	
	
	
	
	Teammates argue
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Critical thinking questions: applying theory to practice


	Describe how performance profiling may cause conflict between the coach and the athlete.

	Describe how a coach would plan a performance profiling intervention over a season for an elite athlete.

	Discuss why some coaches may be reluctant to conduct coach performance profiling with their team.

	What are the implications of coaches who play too much of a vocal role when athletes create their own performance profile?

	What difficulties may coaches encounter when conducting team performance profiling sessions? Discuss.





Case study questions


	If you were Ian, how would you explain the performance profile and the processes involved to a team?

	Discuss the importance of the players selecting the 12 emergent and contrast poles.

	How could Ian have resolved any conflict if the players disagreed about which 12 emergent/contrast poles to select?
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Part 3
Coaching different populations and providing psychological support to athletes with various needs
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