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Attitudes in sport

John Honeybourne looks at influences on the
development of attitudes in sport and how negative
attitudes can be changed into positive ones. Some '
useful hints are given for possible links to the topic
of attitudes and other relevant
subjects in sports psychology,
providing invaluable help .
for the composition
of synoptic essays.

Elite rugby league players
have high levels of mental
toughness and hardiness.

Ask yourself the following questions:

w Have you got the right attitude to do
well in your Adevel examinations?

w Have you got a positive attitude to
sport?

 If you participate regularly in sport,
have you got a positive attitude to
training?

u Have you got a negative attitude to
cheating in sport?

w Do you have prejudices?
are they?

If so what

Whatever your response to these ques-
tions, itis likely that your attitudes affect
your behaviour, although this is not
always so. For example, during the early
19305, the psychologist La Pieretravelled
around the USA with a Chinese couple,
visiting 251 hotels and restaurants overa
2-year period. At this time prejudice
against the Chinese in America was par-
ticularly high, but they were turned away

from only one establishment. Sixmonths

later La Piere wrote to each of the estab-
lishments they had visited and asked if
they would accept Chinese customers —
92% indicated that they would not.
Clearly, attitudes do not always deter-
mine behaviour.

Attitude is an important aspect of
sports psychology because in many

attitude affects behaviour in sport
We often refer to sportsmen and sports-
women as having a particular attitude,
whether positive or negative — but what

do we meanby attitude?

A definition
Attitude can be seen as an aspect of
someone's personality but it tends not
to be regarded as a particular trait
Attitudes are normally directed towards
a particular situation, although they are
fairly enduring once they have been
formed.

Triandis (1977) defines an attitude as
an idea charged with emotion which
predisposes a class of actions to a partic-
ular class of social situations’ Mednick
(1975) states that an attitude is ‘a predis-

position to act in a certain way towards
some aspect of a person's environment,
including other people’

The object or focus of someone’s atti-
tude is called the attitude object.
Attitudes are learned, and if an attitude is
based on inaccurate information and is
unfair, then it becomes prejudice

The triadic model of attitudes
As the name suggests, the triadic
model has three elements

 beliefs — the cognitive element

» emotions — the affective element
 behaviour — the behavioural element

Emotions (what you feel)

Beliefs
{what you think)

Behaviour
(what you do)

The triadic model

Your beliefs result from past experi-
and what you have learned from

ence
others, including your role models, such
as your parents and peers.

Your attitude to fitness training might
be made up of the belief that fitness
training will keep you fit and enhance

Key box 1

behaviour-if:sieh bihaviour starids out as
significant to us by being'reinterced;

your body image. This is the cognitive

successful o powerful, W are more
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element of your attitude.

Your emotions towards an attitude
object — whether you like or dislike it —
also depend on past experiences. You
enjoy fitness training and have fun being
with others who are training with you —
this is the affective element of your
attitude.

Your behaviour may not always
be consistent with your attitude. For
instance, you may believe that training
will make you fitter but then you avoid
training. You are likely to behave in a
way that reveals your attitude, If you go
fitness training twice a week, this is the
behavioural element of your attitude.

Prejudice is based on a generalised
evaluation or judgement before receiving
adequate information. It is possible to
be prejudiced in favour of something,
although psychological research has
focused on negative prejudice. Prejudice

Role models — the
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dice. In 2004, Spanish supporters taunted
black English players with racial com-
ments during a friendly match.

Some people feel that the Williams sis-
ters have suffered from racial prejudice
throughout their tennis careers because
they are black. Tennis is traditionally a
white, middle-class game and the

Williams sisters, who celebrate their US
black culture, have been discriminated
_against. For example, spectators booed
Serena at the French Open ifi 2003. Even
at Wimbledon there has been a muted
response to these excellent tennis
players, who provide role models for
young black women in particular to take
up the game of tennis.

We see the under-representation of
black participants in other sports too. For
example, about a quarter of Premiership
players are black but all Formula One
racing drivers are white.

A winning attitude in sport

Some people say that there is no such
thing as a winning attitude and that
attitudes cannot affect performance in
sport. However, there are numerous

..nomn:mm can .
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studies linking attitudes to behaviour
and performance in sport. As always
with psychology, it is difficult to prove
because of the problems linking cause
and effect. These problems affect the
validity of such research.

,T_Am< box 2

Validity Research into attitudes in sport
has questionable validity because, like
research into personality and anxiety in
sport, a questionnaire can be used to
produce results. When answering a ques-
tionnaire, subjects may give the answers
they feel they ought to give rather than
the truth, and the current-mood state of
the subject can cause them to give more
positive or more negative answers.

If you do more advanced study, it is
important that you evaluate all research
effectively by looking carefully at the
sample used, the methods of measure-
ment and the environment of the study.

Golby and Sheard (2004) investigated
whether elite rughy league players in the
UK showed higher levels of mental
toughness and hardiness — defined as a
tendency to keep trying under difficult
circumstances — than .their less elite
counterparts. They asked 115 profes-
sional rugby league players from three
standards of the game — international,
Super League and Division One — to
complete two questionnaires:

m the Personal Views Survey III-R — a
measure of mental hardiness

m the Psychological Performance In-
ventory — a measure of mental
toughness

On the mental hardiness question-
naire, international players scored
significantly higher than Division One
players on items measuring control.
This suggests that they feel more able to
influence matches. They scored higher
on measures of commitment and chal-
lenge than both the Division One and

Super League players. This suggests
that they have higher levels of organisa-
tion and commitment to the sport, and
an ability to view difficult situations as
opportunities for personal growth,
rather than as a threat. (This can be
linked to motives to achieve rather than
to avoid failure in the achievement
motivation part of the specification.)

On the mental toughness question-
naire, international players scored
significantly higher than the Division
One players on ‘negative energy con-
trol’ and ‘attention control’, showing
that they were better able to remain calm
and relaxed under pressure, and also to
maintain intense concentration for dem
periods.

Golby and Sheard recommend: ‘Inter-
ventionwork to increase hardinesslevels
shouldbe considered to provide sub-elite
players, in particular, with the skills to
progress to a higher performance level!

Changing attitudes

If attitudes are believed to be important
in sports performance, then at times
they need to be changed. Individuals
may wish to change their own attitudes,
for example to be Eomm determined
or more positive about their ability.
Coaches may wish to change the atti-
tudes of their performers so that they
have a more positive attitude towards
training, for example, or to improve per-
formance rather than accept mediocre
levels of performance.

Persuasion

Persuasion can be an effective strategy
in changing someone's attitudes or an
element of an attitude. For example, if
you can persuade someone with a nega-
tive attitude to sport that training or
exercising is fun, rather than something
that could cause low self-esteem or
harm, then a more positive attitude may
prevail.

The effectiveness of persuasion depends
on three factors:
m the person doing the persuading

m the quality or relevance of the message -

m the characteristics of the person being
persuaded

To change the attitudes of those that
are non-trainers/exercisers, the coach
doing the persuading should be seen as
having a high status (link with social
learning/socialisation). Coaches have
often been given the badge of authority
which may help them to be viewed as
high status. In addition, coaches can be
role models because of their skills and
knowledge, and they may be good
leaders (possible synoptic link with
leadership).

For persuasion to be successful, the
message must make sense, the informa-
tion given must be accurate and clear,
and the person being persuaded should
have the capability to understand the
information given to them.

Cognitive dissonance

Festinger's (1957) theory of cognitive
dissonance is based on research that is
not sports related, but it has been adopt-
ed by sports psychologists to explain
how attitudes are changed. The theory
hypothesises that the three elements of
the triadic attitude model should be
consistent and agree (a state called con-
sonance) if the attitude is to remain
stable and individuals are to feel com-
fortable with their own attitude.

To change an attitude, individuals
must experience opposing beliefs. This
causes them to feel uncomfortable
because of the disharmony or disso-
nance that has been created in their
minds. To experience consonarnce once
again, one of these beliefs needs to be
dominant, which is where coaches can
influence the attitude of the individual.
Beliefs can of course be changed through
feelings. For example, a negative belief

Negative beliefs
can be changed

towards ballet can be changed through
the exhilaration and enjoyment of
dancing — look at Billy Elliot in the
movie of the same name.

Attitudes associated with sport
Many people have a positive attitude
towards sportbecause they believe in the
value of exercise, they enjoy the activi-
ties and have fun or enjoy competition.
They may alsobe good at the activity and
experience success. Often they find
excitement from the physical challenge
and personal expression. Some people
experience relaxation and see sport as a
cathartic release from stress.

Positive attitudes are fostered through
parental influences in a process of social-
isation. For example, boys are often
encouraged by their parents to be posi-
tive about robust, traditionally male
sports such as football and rugby. Girls
are traditionally encouraged more
towards movement activities such as
ballet and dance.

There are those who have a negative
attitude towards sport and physical
activity because they believe that it is
harmful and they dislike the experiences
involved. They may have poor physical
and perceptual skills and perceive that
they are no good at the activity. Some
people experience stress and anxiety
when they participate, so to avoid these
negative feelings they avoid the stressor
— sport.

Key box 3

Stress In sport, stress can be defined as
the response to'a threatening ‘situation
such as playing against a-strong team, or
undertaking a dangerous activity for'the
first time. Our response to-this'threat can
be positive if we believe we can-meet the
threat'and overcome it, or negative if we
think we are unable to cope. Anxiety
occurs when we think we cannot match
the threat and our attitudes then-become
negative:

The process of socialisation can result
in negative attitudes being formed. For
example, girls may notbe encouraged by
their parents to be competitive, whereas
boys often are.

Smoll and Schutz (1980) investigated
the differences in attitudes towards
physical activity between boys and
girls. They found that girls were more
positive towards aesthetic or move-
ment-type activities such as dance.
Boys were more positive towards activi-
ties that involve physical challenges,
such as wrestling.

The reasons underpinning differences
in gender attitudes can be related to
socialisation and the adoption of norms
that are learned in childhood. Girls are
generally encouraged to participate in
movement-type activities ata young age
and this is often reinforced in play and
PE at school.

Therefore sports coaches should take
into account the influences on the
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- formation of positive and negative atti-
tudes. A study of attitude research will
help #» promote more positive attitudes
to physical activity. A positive attitude
usually means more effort from the
player.

In sport much emphasis is placed on

often a result of successful past experi-
ence. Negative attitudes may be caused
by lack of confidence, or a perception
that the activity is harmful and might
cause embarrassment. Negative attitudes
can be changed through the process of
cognitive dissonance.

having the right attitude to succeed, and
Answering questions on

attitudes and sport
Hot tips:
m Define your terms — definition of

the fact that without a positive attitude to
winning, success is less likely. Attitudes
can vary according to gender and the
influence of socialisation. Positive atti-

tudes to sport, training and exercise are attitudes.
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Fanore”

m Describe and explain theories — e.g.
the triadic model, cognitive dissonance.
m Apply to practical sports situations —
give clear explanations using sports
examples and make sure that your
example fully illustrates your points.

Specification content for
attitudes
OCR — knowledge, nature and sources
of attitudes; three components (triadic
model); links between attitudes and
behaviour; changing attitudes involving
persuasion and cognitive dissonance.
AQA — as above but also includes
measuring attitudes.

John Honeybourne is an Education Consul-
tant and a Principal Examiner of a major exam
board. He is co-author of Advanced hmrmzn
Sport, the GCSE text PE for You, and the
A-level revision guide Physical Education and
Sports Studies.
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QA synoptic assignment

Sue Hartigan describes the written synoptic assignment that you

have to complete as part

of your course. The requirements of the

assignment are outlined, the assessment criteria are

You might discuss
an athlete’s career in
general terms, or
consider a particular
performance.

should be abl
of the assessment.

examined and explained, and suggestions are given
for how to achieve them. Common errors and pitfalls
are identified

By following the guidance given you
e to gain a good mark for this aspect

he AQA synoptic assign-

ment is part of Unit 6.

This means that it is part
of the assessment at A2. Marks
achieved for the assignment are
added to the marks gained in
either your practical or your
project. Together these marks
are used to calculate your grade
forUnit 6.

The assignment is worth
7.5% of your total A-level
marks. To put this in perspec-
tive, it is equally as important
as any of the individual theory
components you will study, for
example sports psychology,
exercise physialogy or bio-
mechanics. Therefore it is worth
doing well.

The requirements

You are expected to present an
essay that is no longer than
3000 words. In real terms this

means you should produce a

word-processed document of

approximately 6-8 A4 sides.
The purpose of the assignment

isto
your knowledge and understand-
ing of the theory you have
covered during the whole course.
To do this you need to choose a
sports performer (this can be
anyone, including yourself) and
six topics from the course,
explaining how each of your
selected topics will have, or has

w you to demonstrate

had, animpact on your per-
former. You may talk about the
performer ina general sense,
or base your assignment on

a particular live or videoed
performance. For example, you
might select and discuss Paula
Radcliffe’s performance in the
2004 Olympic Qmem oryou
might talk about her career in
more general terms and refer to
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