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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.




1


Understanding people: psychology of sport
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  psychological approaches to understanding people


•  what we mean by personality


•  about the big five personality traits


•  what the dark personality triad is


•  if we can change our personality
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Understanding people is integral to sport psychology because, ultimately, that is what sport performers fundamentally are: people. It is important to remember that their sporting performance is one aspect of their life – typically their occupation. Behind that, all of the psychological theories that we use to understand the person hold true to sport psychology.


Since the beginnings of psychology and Sigmund Freud’s interpretation of the human mind, researchers have been striving to better understand people. In this time there have been many different approaches adopted by psychologists. Freud’s approach is referred to as psychodynamic theory or psychoanalysis. If you are new to psychology, you may have an image of a client (or ‘patient’) lying on a couch while the psychologist interprets their deepest unconscious desires. This is derived from Freud’s work but is very different from most approaches used in sport psychology.


In contrast to the psychodynamic approach to psychology there is behaviourism. The behaviourist approach became the primary method of exploring psychology between the 1920s and 1950s. Very briefly, a behavioural approach assumes that behaviour is a response to a stimulus. Perhaps the most famous behavioural study is that of Pavlov’s (1897) classical conditioning study, where he conditioned dogs to salivate upon hearing a bell. The bell (stimulus) is ordinarily completely unrelated to salivation (response). However, by ringing a bell before feeding dogs, Pavlov was eventually able to remove the food and the stimulus–response (S–R) association continued.
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Key idea: Classical conditioning








A process of behaviour modification in which an often necessary and typically innate response to a stimulus becomes an automated response to a previously neutral stimulus.
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A more complicated version of classical conditioning is operant conditioning. This was initially developed by Edward Thorndike (1901) and popularized by B. F. Skinner (1938). The key distinction between classical and operant conditioning is that operant conditioning includes both positive and negative conditioning. Specifically, it looks at the role of rewards and punishment as reinforcement, leading to learned behaviour. Skinner refers to the learned behaviour in response to a stimulus as operant behaviour.


The aim of this chapter is not to discuss every approach (sometimes called a paradigm) to psychology, as there are many excellent resources on these that you may wish to read. It is worth considering, though, that all theories discussed throughout the book have in some way derived from one or more of these approaches, including cognitive, behavioural, social, biological, evolutionary and humanist.


Personality


In trying to understand people, we often refer to personality. There are many, many definitions of personality. Often, these are very complex or contradict each other, which isn’t surprising really when you think about it because people are very complex and often contradict each other. Because of this, one of my favourite definitions of personality is the suitably broad: ‘The characterization of individual differences’ (Wiggins, 1996). That is essentially what we try to do by researching personality; we try to explain what it is that makes each of us different… and we are very different.


To manage the complexity of personality, most theoretical approaches group typical behaviours and responses as personality traits. A trait is often explained as an enduring, relatively stable characteristic that is resistant to change. The great thing about understanding personality traits is that it makes people more predictable and the goal of most human science is to be able to predict. If we can predict the future, we can change the future.


The notion of examining personality, particularly in the form of traits, was first presented by Gordon Allport and his brother (1921). In the early 20th century, psychoanalysis and behaviourism existed as the two main schools of psychology. Allport was uncomfortable with both approaches and proposed that personalities, in the eye of the observer, can be nomothetic (traits observable across people) or idiographic (specific to the individual). In particular, he identified levels of centrality of traits. Cardinal traits refer to ruling passions, such as altruism (selflessness and concern for others) (Allport, 1937). Allport noted that not everybody had cardinal traits, but were recognizable by them if they did have them. Common traits were the typically recognizable ones such as honesty and aggression. In the absence of cardinal traits, these traits were considered to shape someone’s personality. Finally, Allport identified secondary traits, which were more situation-specific, such as being nervous before a job interview.


Personality traits were further developed and popularized by Eysenck (1967), who identified personality by assessing two main traits: extroversion and neuroticism. Extroversion refers to the extent to which people are naturally inclined or pre-disposed to direct their attention outwards, while the opposite, the introverts, typically direct their attention inwards. In practice, this means that extroverts focus on other people and the environment. Extrovert behaviour is to be sociable, outgoing and active, while introvert behaviour is to be more quiet and reserved. Neuroticism refers to the extent that an individual is typically emotionally stable or unstable (neurotic). Emotionally stable individuals are normally even-tempered, while neurotic people are more liable to mood swings.
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Key idea: A personality trait








A relatively stable and enduring personal characteristic that influences typical behaviour.
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Thinking about personality traits like this can help us to understand individual differences but is perhaps overly simple. In reality, incredibly few people would consider themselves to be entirely introvert or entirely extrovert. We are on a continuum between the two. This raises a very important question related to personality though; do we stay the same or does personality change over time? And so begins an important argument…


Once upon a time, psychologists would categorize human characteristics into traits and states. We know that a trait is enduring and resistant to change. Conversely, a state is a feeling or behaviour that is often determined by a situation, which lasts for a period of time. An easy way to think about it is to think of an emotion, like anger. If someone was an angry person, we would be making a comment on some kind of relatively enduring characteristic (a trait). However, if someone was angry as a result of an occurrence and this feeling passed after an hour or two, we would be making a comment on their emotional state. It is frequently explained with reference to the difference between climate and weather. England has a relatively cool and wet climate, but still has warm and dry weather at times. Or consider how a person may normally be thoughtful and giving (trait), but selfish at times (state).


But is anything truly a trait? Is there any characteristic that you could confidently say lasts a lifetime? In reality, all psychological constructs lie on a continuum from trait to state. Extroversion for example, would be towards the trait end and fear would be towards the state end. In between, however, are many other constructs. Mental toughness, for example, has a genetic component, meaning that it must be fairly trait-based, but we also know that this is affected by the environment. We could refer to this as a ‘statey-trait’. Anxiety is heavily dependent upon the situation, but is strongly influenced by more stable personality characteristics like pessimism. Therefore we could refer to this as a ‘traity-state’.


Five-factor model


A five-factor model (FFM), sometimes known as ‘The big five’ personality traits, has emerged over time. Most notably, these traits were defined by Digman (1990). The idea of the big five personality traits is that they can account for differences in personality without too much overlap. Underneath them is a whole host of smaller, more specific traits. The big five are commonly remembered using the acronym OCEAN, and are:


•  Openness


•  Conscientiousness


•  Extroversion


•  Agreeableness


•  Neuroticism.


This is in no way the last word on personality. I am sure that as time and research progress, we will no doubt be presented with a superseding model. For the time being though, this is the dominant model in understanding personality and, as such, I will explain it here.


OPENNESS


Openness refers to one’s intellectual curiosity – perhaps through an appreciation of art or emotion, or general openness to new experience. Generally, people with a high degree of openness to experiences display a preference for a variety of activities. Your friend who always orders a different meal when they eat out, for example, is open to new experience. To aid your understanding of openness, the figure below lists a set of adjectives associated with the factor and scales taken from a common psychometric assessment, the NEO Personality Inventory (Costa, McRae & Dye, 1991).
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Openness is associated with positive wellbeing, intelligence, and social and political liberalism. Glisky, Tataryn, Tobias, Kihlstrom & McConkey (1991) were interested in the association between openness, absorption (into one’s own mental imagery), and how easily people can be hypnotized. After questioning 724 participants in a research study, they found that there are moderate relationships with openness and hypnotizability. With this in mind, sport psychology consultants tend to like to work with people high in openness, as they are more prepared to try new strategies.


In sport, openness could be seen as a beneficial trait because it is closely associated with creativity and ingenuity. There are many examples of the creative little number 10 in football with the ability to unlock a defence, the gymnast who can provide the most novel floor routine or the tennis star who stays at the top because they are always prepared to learn new skills. Being open to new experience is fundamental if a performer is going to learn from others. Think about the whole coaching process. Performers surround themselves with those who are more experienced. For the experiences of others to be truly beneficial, the performer needs to be prepared to listen and try new things. Even the most talented need to keep improving in order to stay ahead.


But openness to experience is not always great. Imagine an athlete who is offered performance-enhancing drugs, or a young performer who finds themselves with much attention and money. Perhaps such a high level of curiosity and willingness to try new things could lead them astray. Although research in sport doping and personality remains limited, openness has been associated with the use of recreational drugs (Flory, Lynam, Milich, Leukefeld & Clayton, 2002). Openness is also associated with a wide range of interests. However, to reach your potential at something, the amount of time required to dedicate to this means that performers often need to focus very specifically on few things.
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Key idea: Openness








An individual’s intellectual curiosity and openness to new experiences. It is characterized by undertaking a variety of activities.
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CONSCIENTIOUSNESS


Conscientiousness is best characterized by an individual’s desire to perform a task well. Conscientious people tend to be very well organized and plan their activities in advance rather than being spontaneous. They are often thorough, careful and vigilant. Your friend who is the organizer of parties, who meticulously plans each detail and has good self-discipline can be said to be conscientious. The figure below outlines general adjectives and scales related to conscientiousness.
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Conscientiousness is often associated with perfectionism, which is not necessarily a healthy thing but in sport it is easy to see how it can be a sign of a hard trainer. Stoeber, Otto and Dalbert (2009) measured this association on 214 adolescents and found that as well as conscientiousness being positively related to perfectionism, it was a lasting association, which they confirmed eight months later using the same individuals.


In sport, conscientiousness is often seen as a positive personality trait. A coach or a sport psychologist who has a performer who can take responsibility for their own performance is invaluable. Sometimes, performers may view it as the job of another person to make them as good as they can be. To get there, they need to see it as their own job and view the roles of others as being there to facilitate their development. This would be an example of a conscientious performer.


Elite-level sport requires great self-discipline. Swimmers spend much of their career getting up at 4 a.m. for training and many of them then go on to school or work. You simply could not do this if you were not conscientious. This level of discipline is also seen as a duty. This makes our conscientious performer a great team player – someone who values their duty to a team and carries out performances meticulously. It is for these reasons that coaches often love conscientious performers – they can be relied upon.


So does this mean that if someone is not conscientious then they cannot be successful in sport? Well, no. People who are highly conscientious are generally less spontaneous. This can make them predictable. If your opponent is predictable, it makes it easier for you to come up with tactics to defeat them. Planning can be great but many sports require those plans to be flexible. Plan B, Plan C and beyond are often required to find a way to win.
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Key idea: Conscientiousness








An individual’s desire to perform a task well. Those exhibiting this tendency are often very organized and meticulous and like to plan ahead.
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EXTROVERSION


Extroversion refers to the extent to which an individual is comfortable in social situations, displaying outgoing behaviour, is talkative and presents great energy in groups. The opposite of extroversion is introversion, where individuals tend to prefer being on their own or in smaller groups. Your friend who likes to be the centre of attention and enjoys telling stories to large groups is more extrovert, whereas your friend who talks more in one-to-one situations but becomes more withdrawn in larger groups is more introvert. The figure below outlines general adjectives and scales related to extroversion.
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Extroverts also tend to score highly in openness to new experiences. Extroversion is normally associated with behaviours in social settings but has also been shown to predict other things. Rentfrow & Gosling (2003), for example, found that extroverts demonstrated a general preference for more upbeat music than introverts.


In sport, there is no general consensus over whether it is beneficial to be more introverted or more extroverted. There are clearly some benefits to being an extrovert though. Most sports require high amounts of energy. Even in sports where physical movement is limited, such as target sports like archery and shooting, energy is required to concentrate and play with the right amount of intensity. In more explosive sports, the energy brought by extroverts can be infectious. A team needs some extroverts, as they bring a zest to the dressing room. Many captains are extrovert because it is a role that requires somebody to be happy being the centre of attention. This person needs to be communicative and inspire others. It is also important that they can be assertive, which is a common trait of extroverts.


But imagine a team full of extroverts. It would be a nightmare! Everyone would be competing for attention, talking over one another, trying to be assertive, and feeling unhappy when they are unable to exert enough influence over the rest of the group. It just wouldn’t work. We need introverts also. Introverts are measured in their thinking and consider things carefully before they say them. They are less interested in being the centre of attention and think more about their own performance. This can be every bit as useful as the benefits delivered by extroverts.
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Key idea: Extroversion








The extent to which an individual is comfortable in social situations. Extroverts are characterized by outgoing behaviour and enjoyment of group settings.
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AGREEABLENESS


Agreeableness is the extent to which an individual values cooperation, a person who is generally kind and sympathetic towards others. Highly agreeable individuals are typically seen as warm and considerate. The friend who always remembers your birthday and is the one you can trust with anything is likely to be high in agreeableness. The figure below highlights some general principles related to agreeableness.
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Someone high in agreeableness is likely to be a decent, kind person. Agreeableness is often associated with things like trust, empathy and altruism. In 2002, Laursen, Pulkkinen & Adams presented findings from an astoundingly lengthy study on agreeableness. They measured 194 people in 1974 aged 8 and again 25 years later aged 33. They found that highly agreeable children presented fewer disobedience and concentration problems than their less agreeable counterparts. A quarter of a century later, the agreeable people reported fewer problems with alcoholism and depression, had fewer arrests and had more stable careers.


In sport, highly agreeable people make very good coaches because they enjoy working hard to help others but are less interested in taking accolades themselves. They also have good powers of forgiveness, which is important when trying to develop others. Agreeable performers are generally very appreciative of support they receive, which is likely to aid their cause with their coach. Agreeable performers are likely to be seen as very professional.


Those who are less agreeable are generally less concerned with how others see them. This can be useful in sport. There is a tendency in many sports for former top athletes to become coaches. While this makes sense from some aspects, such as understanding high level competition and how technique can become unpicked at a top level, it has always struck me as a fundamentally flawed progression because of the agreeableness requirements. As much as it is helpful for a coach to be altruistic (that is, giving without receiving), performers are generally taught to be very inward-facing. We encourage great reflection on personal performance and matters. Performers spend their entire careers focusing on themselves and then step into a job where it is essential to put others first. It’s no wonder that many top performers fail to become top coaches when you think about it.
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Key idea: Agreeableness








The value an individual places on cooperation with others. It is characterised by warmth and sympathy towards others.
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NEUROTICISM


Neuroticism is essentially emotional instability. The opposite of emotional stability, neuroticism is characterized by moodiness, fear, anxiety, jealousy and frustration. You may find yourself ‘treading on eggshells’ around more neurotic individuals because they have a tendency to overreact. Emotionally stable people are less jealous and more level-headed. Typical adjectives and scales of neuroticism are presented below.
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Neurotic individuals often seek instant gratification. A way of examining this is to test the extent to which someone is capable of delaying gratification. That is, how long can someone resist something that they want for more fruitful long-term gains?
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The Stanford Marshmallow Experiment








How good are you at resisting temptation? In 1970, Mischel and Ebbesen of Stanford University conducted a study on delayed gratification. This is an individual’s ability to wait for something that they want. In total, 600 nursery school children took part. Each was individually led to a room with a marshmallow on a table.


The children were told that they could eat the marshmallow but if they resisted for 15 minutes, they would be rewarded with a second marshmallow. Overall, only a third of children were able to successfully delay gratification long enough to get a second marshmallow.
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A consistent area of interest in personality research is the differences between genders. Generally, women tend to exhibit higher levels of conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness and neuroticism than men. This finding was confirmed by Schmitt, Realo, Voracek & Allik (2008), who measured the big five personality traits of 17,637 men and women from 55 different countries. They found that results were consistent across nations. Although women were more neurotic than men, the difference is no more than moderate.


In sport, neuroticism is much more evident than in everyday life. This is because the intensity of the emotions experienced can become greater when in a pressure situation. Sport contrives to constantly produce pressure situations. This means that neurotic traits are brought to the fore in sport, and are often unwelcome. Look at the adjectives in the earlier figure. Clearly, these are not words that we would use to describe a good sporting performance. Rather, we would use opposite terms, which would be terms related to emotional stability. We want performers who are assured and controlled. The reality of it is though that many are not and it is the sport psychologist’s job to help with this.
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Key idea: Neuroticism








The emotional instability of an individual. It is characterized by moodiness, fear, anxiety, jealousy and frustration
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Combining traits


In this chapter I have presented a simple overview of personality, which can be made much more complex. Each of the big five traits discussed have their sub-traits, which are plentiful. Without wishing to overcomplicate things, we will now consider how these traits can be combined to provide roles within teams. This is by no means intended to be an exhaustive description of all roles and trait combinations. It is merely illustrative to get you thinking about what other roles combine traits.


THE CLUB CAPTAIN


All teams and clubs have leaders. Indeed, most social circles do in an informal way. A captain is a person who organizes, makes difficult decisions and is prepared to tell others what they should be doing. This personality type is typically conscientious, since it likes assuming responsibility and organizing. Captains must also be extrovert though, as they are required to take centre stage regularly. Difficult decisions can arise in terms of assigning roles within a team. A captain who is low in agreeableness will find this much easier than someone more highly agreeable. Highly agreeable people do not like to upset others for fear that they will be disliked. Finally, our captain should be emotionally stable. Passion is a positive thing but overall, neurotic traits in a captain can create enormous uncertainty throughout a team.


THE DEDICATED PROFESSIONAL


Our dedicated stalwart of the team; they never miss a training session. They help the younger performers and they are a genuine role model. Our dedicated pro looks after themselves in the off-season and even trains extra hard. Their dedication is a clear sign that they are highly conscientious. They rarely fall out with their teammates and are liked by the whole squad. They are likely to be high in agreeableness.


THE JOKER


Every club has one. The joker wants to be liked by everybody and will perform in order to please others. This is a clear sign of someone who is highly agreeable. They tend to be open to new experiences, as they seek new adventures to avoid boredom. They are clearly extroverted and love the attention of others. They may be conscientious when necessary but are more likely to prefer spontaneity and impulsiveness, seemingly performing random behaviours in order to amuse.


The big one


The big five personality traits presents the most common understanding of personality in psychology research. However, some researchers (e.g., Musek, 2007) have recently argued that there exists a higher, overarching general factor of personality. Essentially, this factor is a low score in neuroticism (i.e., high emotional stability), and high scores in the other four factors. Indeed, Rushton & Irwing (2011) went as far to say that this represented a ‘good’ personality, whereas the opposite was a ‘difficult’ personality. There is some disagreement in the literature on this subject but van der Linden, te Nijenhuis & Bakker (2010) conducted a large meta-analysis, which grouped together 212 studies on personality and found support that a general factor of personality exists. While the jury remains out for the moment, there is certainly some interesting evidence in favour of the idea of a big one personality that predicts how content, healthy and socially desirable an individual is.


The dark triad


Recently, interest in personality research has turned towards what is known as the dark personality triad. The dark personality triad refers to three personality traits that have malevolent qualities. That is, they are more sinister and less socially desirable than other personality traits. The dark triad are narcissism, Machiavellianism and psychopathy. Let’s explore these a little here.


NARCISSISM


The term narcissism derives from the Greek myth about Narcissus, who fell in love with his own reflection in a pool of water. Narcissism, then, is the pursuit of gratification from vanity. It is an egoistic admiration of the self and is characterized by grandiosity and a lack of empathy. In short, it is about being overly self-involved and not thinking of others.


Although narcissism is clearly not a desirable trait, it is one likely to be found in sports performers, since a level of self-involvement beyond the norm is required to continuously push to get better. That said, there is no empirical evidence to suggest that sport performers are more or less narcissistic than non-sport performers.


MACHIAVELLIANISM


This term derives from the 16th-century Italian Renaissance diplomat and writer Niccolò Machiavelli and describes the employment of duplicity for personal gain. Said differently, it is about manipulating and exploiting others. It is characterized by a disregard for morality, as the individual seeks only to benefit themselves. A Machiavellian will deliberately manipulate people around them to gain what they want.


PSYCHOPATHY


Psychopathy is seen in enduring antisocial behaviour. Psychopaths are often self-centred and impulsive but show little or no remorse for their actions, regardless of the consequences to others.


The dark personality triad is a growing area of research and is yet to be fully explored in connection with sport. A recent study by Onley, Veselka, Schermer & Vernon (2013) found that Machiavellianism and psychopathy were both negatively associated with mental toughness, which we know to be a useful attribute in sport. So at this stage we don’t know if people participating in sport, or certain sports, or at different levels are more likely to have dark personality traits. It is likely that because personality is so varied within successful sports performers that there will be some dark personalities that play sport and some that don’t. There is no rationale to suggest that there should be a relationship with sport performance in a positive or negative sense.
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Sadist trolls








In a recent study, Buckels, Trapnell & Paulhus (2014) sought to examine dark personality types of Internet trolls. Trolls are Internet commenters who harass others and have made headlines with abuse aimed at various people in recent times.


The researchers explored trolling in 1,215 participants and compared this to the dark personality tetrad (which is the dark triad, plus sadism; gaining pleasure in seeing others in discomfort). The results were startling. All forms of dark personality were significantly higher in individuals who troll on the Internet. Of these, sadism was the strongest association.
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Are champions born or made?


Now let us pick up our earlier state versus trait argument and take it a little further: to what extent are sports performers identified by similar personality traits? If there were a host of similar traits that were present in most successful performers, we could argue that champions are largely born, not made. However, if we cannot find such consistency, then perhaps there is no more successful personality and the environment is the key determinant of success. If this were true, we could argue that champions are made, not born. This is commonly referred to as the nature versus nurture argument.
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‘Genius is one per cent inspiration, ninety-nine per cent perspiration.’


Thomas Edison, US inventor
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In the early days of psychology, researchers would search for personality traits or profiles of successful performers. The one-size personality that is going to be a world champion – that is the golden ticket. We could identify them when they are young and invest our efforts. But this one-size personality doesn’t exist. We know that because there are many very different personalities that are equally successful in sport. There is clearly a strong biological basis for success. For example, if you are born with many fast-twitch muscle fibres in your body, you will likely be a better sprinter than someone who has predominantly slow-twitch muscle fibres. Perhaps in some sports the biological basis is more prominent than others.
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‘Hard work beats talent if talent doesn’t work hard.’


Nigel Adkins, English football manager
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There have been several proponents of hard work over the years. One of the more vociferous campaigners for hard work over natural talent is journalist and former British table tennis number one, Matthew Syed. After competing at two Olympic Games, Syed explained that he felt he had choked at Sydney 2000. He went on to explore what really makes a champion. After reviewing many fascinating stories around people who had been honed for success through parenting, dedication or social factors, Syed produced his book Bounce: The Myth of Talent and the Power of Practice in 2011. Syed’s main contention was that so much of success is generated by deliberate practice.
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Case study: Practice makes perfect








K. Anders Ericsson, a renowned scholar on expertise, worked with his colleagues Chase & Faloon (1980) to explore the extent to which memory skill was acquired. Short-term memory is our ability to recall recent events and was thought to be severely limited in capacity.


Ericsson and colleagues sought to test this by taking one undergraduate student (S.F.) with average memory recall skills and average intelligence for a student. S.F. was read random digits at the rate of one digit per second and recalled the sequence. If he remembered all of the digits in the correct order, the sequence was increased by one digit. At the start of the testing, S.F. could recall seven digits.


By practising one hour per day, three to five days per week, S.F.’s performance improved rapidly. After 20 months, he could recall 79 digits on average.


In total, S.F. practised this skill for 230 hours. Many involved in expertise development talk about 10,000 hours of practice to become elite, yet here S.F. had gone from barely remembering a phone number to being capable of performing at a world-class level within a fraction of this time.


That Ericsson was able to show how something so widely considered as restricted in capacity as memory recall could be developed so rapidly with deliberate practice supports the notion that much success is made and not born.
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So it doesn’t matter what you’re born with, it’s how hard you work. Well, that makes sense until you consider this: what if the ability to work hard is genetic? You may think that someone without natural talent has become successful by sheer hard work, but perhaps their ability to work hard is a natural talent. This makes perfect sense really, as working hard requires the brain to uptake particular hormones more than others, which helps us to stay positive and concentrate. One key hormone is dopamine. This helps to control the brain’s reward and pleasure centres. To test the genetic impact on hard work, Ravel & Richmond (2006) used gene therapy on monkeys. Specifically, they suppressed the level of dopamine uptake in the brain.


Normally, monkeys, a lot like humans, procrastinate when a reward is a long way off and work less hard. When the reward is imminent, they increase their work rate. Richmond et al (2004) trained monkeys to release a lever when a spot on a computer screen changed colour. When they completed the task, they received a reward. Towards the end of each trial, the monkeys made fewer errors, as the reward was closer, so they were working harder. However, when the dopamine levels were suppressed, they lost the balance between effort and reward. The outcome was that they could not judge when a reward was coming so they went from being fairly lazy at the start to consistently working hard. This supports the notion that there is a genetic basis for hard work.
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Last-minute assignments








If you are a student, just imagine if you could have your dopamine suppressed a month before an assignment was due – you would work as hard as you do the night before the deadline all the time. You’d be unstoppable!
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Dig deeper
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Fact check








  1  People who like being in groups are…?


a    introvert


b    extrovert


c    neurotic


d    conscientious


  2  People who are meticulous are…?


a    open


b    extrovert


c    conscientious


d    Machiavellian


  3  The opposite of neuroticism is…?


a    emotional stability


b    psychopathy


c    agreeableness


d    openness to experience


  4  Altruism and modesty indicate an individual high in…?


a    Machiavellianism


b    psychopathy


c    openness


d    agreeableness


  5  A charismatic manager is likely to be high in which personality traits?


a    conscientiousness and agreeableness


b    openness and psychopathy


c    extroversion and narcissism


d    extroversion and conscientiousness


  6  Vanity is an example of…?


a    openness


b    narcissism


c    Machiavellianism


d    sadism


  7  Machiavellianism is characterized by…?


a    taking pleasure in others’ pain


b    manipulating others for personal gain


c    self-centredness and impulsivity


d    self-involvement


  8  General factor of personality suggests it is beneficial to have high…?


a    conscientiousness


b    openness


c    emotional stability


d    all of the above


  9  The brain’s reward centre is controlled by…?


a    dopamine


b    adrenaline


c    steroids


d    serotonin


10  Perfectionism is most closely related to which personality trait?


a    openness
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