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)

Has Rooney’s personality helped him to
succeed? Has Steve Redgrave’s personality
helped him achieve a record number of gold
medals? Have the characteristics that make up
Tanni Grey-Thompson’s personality enabled her
to achieve success in the face of adversity?
John Honeybourne investigates.
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he study of personality and its rela-

tionship to performance in sport

has yet to yield solid conclusions.
There is an abundance of research arti-
cles on the links between personality
and sport. Often they contradict each
other and they are almost always too
general in their treatment and conclu-
sions. Many sports psychologists feel
that personality traits have little or no
bearing on whether someone will be a
good sportsperson or not, or on which
sport someone chooses to participate in.

Two different groups of psychologists
have emerged: the ‘sceptical’ group, who
feel that the study of personality and its
link with sport is of little value, and the
‘credulous’ group, who feel that there is
some link between personality, partici-
pation and performance in sport.

Personality
A definition of personality could be: 'the
sum total of an individual’s characteris-
tics that make him unique’ (Hollander
1971).

Various personality tests have been
used to screen and select performers

for teams, but few coa

es would put

ch emphasis on this type of screening

alone for selection. The amb:guity of the
available research makes personality
screening by itself inappropriate for
sports performance.

The reticular activating system reg-
ulates the amount of arousal experi-
enced by the brain. Personality type
affects the amount of arousal needed by
the brain. Extroverts, whose characteris-
tics include the need to affiliate to other
people and social situations, prefer high
arousal because there are comparatively
low levels of activation by the reticular
activating system. High arousal situa-
tions to them are stimulating and enable
them to drive towards their goals.

Key box 1

The reticular activating system is a
measure of the adrenaline activity levels
in the brain stem, so an‘extrovert has low
levels of adrenaline and can afford extra
excitemnent. ;

On the other hand, intraverts, who
do not seek social situations, prefer low
arousal conditions because their levels
of internal arousal are comparatively
high and they do not require the extra
external stimuli for drive or motivation.
For example, a player in a hockey team
who is recognised as an introvert may
prefer to play without the presence of
spectators because she does not seek

extra external stimulation.

Catastrophe theory

Psychologists have doubts about the
validity of the inverted U theory
because many sportsmen and women
do not show a steady increase in perfor-
mance related to arousal and then a
steady decrease when arousal is high.
There is often-a dramatic decrease in
performance, which is catastrophic in
its effect.

When a performer has high levels of

cognitive state anxiety but low somatic
anxiety, performance isenhanced. When
a performer has high levels of cognitive

state anxiety and high levels of somatic
anxiety, performance decreases dramat-
ically. When this ‘catastrophe’ occurs
arousal eventually decreases, but perfor-
mance does not return to its previous
leveluntil physiological arousalbecomes
lower than the point at which the cata-
strophe occurred.

For example, a footballer walks to the
penalty spot to take a penalty that will
decide whether the team wins or loses
a tournament. Both physiological and
psychological arousal are high — he is

worried about the penalty. He is unable

A’ missed penalty:’
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to control his physiological anxiety and
his worrying increases, so much so that
he is shaking. He shoots but misses the
goal.

Personality profiles

Sports psychologists have attempted to
show that there are major differences
between successful sports performers
and those that are unsuccessful or avoid
sport altogether. Morgan (1979) found
thatsuccessful athletes had positive men-
tal health characteristics. He investigated
performers from different sports using a
questionnaire assessing the moods of
sports performers — the profile of mood
states (POMS). Successful athletes were
found to score higher on positive moods
and lower on negative moods. THey
showed high vigour and low fatigue
moods. This gave a high point on the pro-
file graph, creating an iceberg shape. The
profile of a successful athlete is often
referred to as an ‘i

berg profile’

Some research shows that team play-

ire more anxious and extroverted

k the sensitivity and imagination

ciated with individual sports per-
formers. Research of this type should be
viewed with caution because there are
many intervening variables present,
which makes the link between person-
ality type and performance very difficult
to assess. Nevertheless, most sports
psychologists agree that our personality
characteristics probably come about
through a combination of:

m trait theory of personality

m social learning theory

Trait theory of personality

Trait theory states that we are born
with personality characteristics that
influence the way in which we behave
in sport and in everyday life. Personality
traits are stable and therefore vary
little over time. Some sports performers
may have an aggressive trait and this
may surface in a variety of different
situations.
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Traits should be viewed on a continu-
um. For example, individuals may have a
mixture of extrovert and introvert char-
acteristics but they are slightly more
extroverted than introverted, or vice
versa.

The marrow band’ approach is another
trait approach to personality. It groups
personality characteristics into two
types, me Aortype B.

m Type A individuals lack patience and
tolerance. They have high levels of per-
sonal anxiety.

m Type B individuals are more relaxed
and more tolerant. They have much
lower personal anxiety levels.

Personality can vary during an indi-
vidual’s lifetime and therefore the trait
approach can be criticised as being un-
realistic. Personality characteristics can
be affected by different situations. For
example, a rughby player may show signs
of aggression only when losing. He/she
may normally be a calm and collected
individual, but losing seems to trigger
the aggressive characteristic.

Research has shown that there is a link
between certain personality traits and
the sports that individuals choose to par-
ticipate in, but there is little evidence to
support the view that the trait approach
can predict performance.

. 1
Vigour

Fatigue ' Confusion

Social learning

The social learning approach considers
personalities as a group of character-
istics that are learned rather than
predetermined genetically. Reactions to
situations in sport are often based on
how others have reacted in similar situ-
ations. Other people influence us and
we imitate others who we believe are
of 'high status’. People that influence
us in this way are often referred to
as 'significant others. Famous sports
personalities are likely to be copied
because they are looked up to and
revered by their fans.

For example, a student who plays for
the school team watches a top league
hockey player being aggressive. The
youngster will recognise the high status
of the player and will want to copy her
behaviour. According to social learning
theory, the aggression observed will be
imitated because of the high significance
of the hockey player as a role model to
the youngster.

Social learning involves the influence
of others on a person’s behaviour. We
observe and imitate role models but only
those who are significant to us.

It is important, however, that coaches
and teachers take into account the
different motives, levels of arousal and

personality characteristics of each indi-
vidual to get the most from the sports
performer.

Personality tests

Personality tests have been used for
selection of sports performers, but
these are notoriously inconsistent in
their predictions and lack reliability and
validity.

Interviews

This method seeks to assess the person-
ality of someone through discussions
with them. Projective measures, such as
the Rorschach inkblot test, have been
popular with clinical psychologists and
psychoanalytical theorists who take the
Freudian approach. The subject is pre-
sented with an inkblot and he must say
what he thinks the picture represents.
The responses are then scored and
analysed. For example, intelligence is
associated with the use of the whole”
blot and obstinacy is thought to be asso-
ciated with use of the white space.

Questionnaires

These are sometimes referred to as
objective psychological inventories.
The. use of questionnaires is the most
common way of assessing personality.
Questionnaires commonly used for
sports personality research include
Cattell's 16PF and Spielberger’s sports
competition anxiety test (SCAT).

Two important aspects of using ques-
tionnaires are reliability and validity.

Research is said to be reliable if consis-
tency of results is achieved after two or
more applications of tests.

There are two types of validity.
Internal validity assesses whether the
research measures what it is supposed
to measure. The research instrument
or method must be scientific, and
unwanted variables that are peripheral
(nuisance or confounding variables) are
kept to a minimum. External validity
assesses whether the results of the
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tips for success

in project writing

Sue Hartigan gives some constructive guidelines on how to achigve

a good grade in the AQA A2 written project

'he coursework module

at A2 s spitinto two

parts. Part 1 is assessed
through the practical or project;
part 21s the synoptic
assignment. The synoptic
assignment was discussed in
PE Review Vol. 1, No. 1; th
column focuses on the A2

written project. The purpose of

the column is to outine the
project requirements and give an
overview of what you need to do
in order to meet the assessment
critria set by AQA.

The project is worth 7.5% of
your overal Adlevel. There are as
many marks avallable for this
aspect of the course as for the
sports psychology or exercise
physiology sections, and this
showsthe importance of this
piece of work. A good project can
mean the diference betweena
pass or fal, or between that
elusive Agrade oraB.

The requirements
You have to produce a written
project that focuses on the

optimisation of performance n
any activity included i the
specification. The project should
be over 2000 words, although
you should not be concerned
about the overall word count as
thisis not ‘measured’. The
content needs to be relevant,

not just as long as you can mak
it. Completion of the project
should be broken down into nine
stages as shown in Figure 1

The assessment
criteria

Assessment criteria are what
you are measured by. You
may produce a wonderfi

informative project but i it does
not address the assessment
criteria, it will not gain marks,
so/tis vital that you follow the
suggested guidelines from your
teachers, the board and this
article

Each stage shown in Figure 1
addresses a set of assessment

criteria. These are outlined
below (A-K). The number in
brackets after the assessment

Stage 4

Plan

v

Observe and analyse performance

v

Identify the most significant weakness
ang discuss possible reasons for it

v

Research specific topics to look at possible
reasons for the weakness and ways to improve it

v

Carry out a method (based on research) to

improve the weakness

v

Compare pre-method performance data with
post-method performance data

v

Discuss your results and conclude how effective
your method was in terms of optimising’

performance

v

Review method

v

Summarise research and record in an abstract

Figure 1 Stages of project development




