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Sport confidence iIn
elite performers

Kate Hays reviews her own research into sport confidence and gives
some interesting implications for applied sport psychology practice in
relation to elite performers.

ne of the most consistent findings

in the ‘peak performance’ litera-

ture is the direct correlation (link)
between high levels of self-confidence
and successful sporting performance.
However, even at the Olympic level, athlete
confidence is reported to be susceptible to
instability. Given that self-confidence in
sport is so important, and yet seemingly
so fragile, it is unsurprising that the study
of self-confidence figures prominently in
sport psychology research literature, with
social cognitive theories of self-confidence
providing the basis for the majority of this
work. Examples include Bandura’s (1977,
1997) self-efficacy theory, and Vealey’s
initial (1986) and reconceptualised (2001)
models of sport confidence.

Key terms

Self-efficacy One’s belief that a certain level
of performance can be attained (Bandura,
1977).

Sport confidence The degree of certainty
individuals possess about their ability to be
successful in sport (Vealey, 2001, p. 556).

More recently, some of my colleagues
and I examined sport confidence and its
development in British athletes who have
been successful on the world-class stage. In
the first of a series of studies we identified:
m the sources of sport confidence used
by Olympic and/or world medallists
m the types of confidence necessary to
succeed in sport
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Key terms

Confidence sources \Where athletes get
their confidence from.

Confidence types VWhat athletes are
confident about.

Sources of sport confidence
In our research, nine sources of sport
confidence were identified, highlighting
the fact that successful world-class athletes
derive confidence from more than one
source including:
® optimal preparation
® performance accomplishments
® coaching
® social support
® innate factors
m experience
® competitive advantage
m trust
m selfrawareness

However, preparation, performance
accomplishments and coaching were the
confidence sources most often cited.

Preparation

With regard to preparation, the world-class
athletes identified that physical, mental
and holistic preparation were important
sources of their confidence. For example,
athlete$ derived confidence from effort,
good physical training and conditioning,
their training programme, and skill rep-
etition. As one athlete highlighted in our
study: ‘If I do things correctly in training

and get things like skills and techniques
right, then I become more confident o
how I'm going to perform.

The athletes studied also made reference
to a variety of mental skills, including
structured goal setting, mental rehearsal
pre-performance routines, anxiety contro
and self-talk. An Olympic diving medallis
described to us:

| do anxiety control work and visual
imagery work, which helps to make me
more confident with my dives. | also use
best performance imagery all the time

in the lead-up to a major competition. |
go through my pre-dive routine with my
psychologist and | visualise myself doing
my dives to the best of my ability and
that helps. I've done that right before
competing at the world championships
and that worked well as a confidence
booster. Goal setting, and justAgenerally
structuring things and ignoring things 1
can't control and concentrating on the
things | can control also makes me more
confident and less distracted by other
stuff.

Several athletes described a holisti
approach to their preparation, whic
enabled them to approach competitio
with maximum confidence. In additio
to physical and mental training, a holist:
approach includes video analysis, visio
training, nutritional advice, arrangin
hotels and transport, and getting treatmer
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(massages) when needed (highlighting the
need for an interdisciplinary approach
to athlete support). As one of the England
2006 Rugby World Cup winners recalled

in our study:

If you fully prepare to the best of your
abilities and you leave no stone unturned,
you have ultimate confidence when

you go into a game that you have done
everything you can possibly do to win...
Once you have got no excuses then you
do go out there onto the pitch knowing
that you're going to win...We knew that
we could play Australia week in week
out and we could beat them...And
having confidence like that when you go
into a game makes the game so much
simpler...You're not worried about your
opposite number, you're not worried
about what they’re going to throw at you,
you're just completely worried about
your own performance and your team'’s
performance. As long as we get that right
we’re going to win, and so from that side
of it, it was just confidence and the fact
that we knew we weren't going to lose
that game.

Key term

Interdisciplinary approach Practitioners
from more than ‘one area of sport and
exercise science (e.g. psychology,
physiology and biomechanics) working
together in an integrated and coordinated
way.

Confidence types
As well as deriving confidence from several
sources, world-class athletes were found
to possess a variety of confidence types.
Specifically, six iypes of sport confidence
were identified:
m skill execution
m achievement
m physical factors
m psychological factors
m superiority to opposition
m tactical awareness

The athletes were able to make the
distinction between where they derived
their confidence from (sources of sport
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confidence) and what they were confident
about (types of sport confidence) without
difficulty, although the two appeared to be
related. For example, confidence gained
from physical preparation seemed to lead
to confidence in ‘skill execution’ (the ability
to perform sport-specific skills technically
correctly and fulfil the requirements of the
sport or position).

Gender and organisational factors were
found to influence both the sources and
types of confidence identified by the ath-
letes. For example, superiority to opposition
was identified as a type of confidence by
the male athletes but not by the female ath-
letes.#Whereas the female athletes derived
confidence from the feeling that they had a
competitive advantage over their opposition
(such as seeing their competitors perform
badly, or crack under the pressure of com-
petition), the male athletes just believed
they were superior. These findings suggest
that since female world-class athletes some-
times depend on external information in
establishing their competition confidence,
they might develop weaker or unstable
perceptions of control and competence.
To investigate this further, we examined
the role of confidence in world-class sport
performance, and identified the factors
responsible for ﬂuctuati\ng confidence
within this elite group.

Importance of sport confidence
In support of earlier research, all the ath-
letes interviewed performed successfully
when their feelings of sport confidence
were high and unsuccessfully when they
were experiencing low levels of sport con-
fidence. High sport confidence was found
to facilitate sport performance through its
positive effect on athletes’ thoughts, feel-
ings and behaviour. For example, confident
athletes were able to focus effectively for
competition, experienced positive emotions
such as excitement and enjoyment, and
dictated to the opposition with increased
effort and persistence.

The primary factors responsible for
reducing pre-competition confidence were
directly related to the sources of confidence

-

(or lack of) identified previously. For the
male athletes, poor performance and
injury or illness were identified as the
primary confidence debilitators. For
the female athletes, poor preparation,
coaching, psychological factors, pressure
and expectations were also highlighted.
For example, only the female athletes
suffered confidence decrements if they
had to spend less time with their personal
coach due to national team training, or if
they were not getting on with their coach
prior to competing. A likely explanation for
this is that female world-class athletes tend
to derive confidence from the social sup-
port of their coach, whereas males derive
confidence from a belief in their coach to
set the right training. Nonetheless, this has
potential implications for sports in which
athletes are required to travel and compete
under a national coach when representing
their country.

Key term

Confidence debilitators The factors
responsible for reducing sport confidence.

Furthermore, the perceived pressure and
expectations associated with successful
world-class performance were such that
at the height of their sporting success, the
female athletes described lower confidence
than when they began their career. In
contrast, the pressure and expectations
associated with world-class competition
did not seem to have an adverse effect on
the confidence of the male athletes.

The findings of this study are particuiarly
relevant given that strategies designed
to enhance confidence were found to be
ineffective in the pressurised environment
of world-class sport competition. If the
athletes were not feeling confident as they
approached competition, they were unable
to raise their confidence levels once they
were there, contributing to poor perform-
ances. Consequently, sport psychologists
need to help performers protect and
maintain high sport confidence levels in
the lead-up to competition as a mechanism
for maintaining a positive emotional state.
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England players reported feeling confident before winning the Rugby World Cup in November 2003

This seems to be particularly important for
female athletes, who show a pattern of con-
fidence reduction once they have achieved
the top echelons of sporting performance.

Developing confidence in
divers

Psychological preparation in diving
depends largely on confidence. When a
diver is confident on the board, he/she will
commit 100% to the take-off, which affects
height and distance from the board, rota-
tion speed, and ultimately the quality of the
dive. Consequently it is important that the
diver spends time developing confidence
and protecting it in competition phases.
This requires an interdisciplinary approach
and communication between the athlete,
coaches and support staff. The focus of
any intervention should be driven by the
individual needs of the athlete. With regard
to sport confidence specifically, interven-
tion might be targeted towards:

m increasing an athlete’s range of confi-
dence sources and types

m facilitating the transfer of confidence
from training to competition

m identifying an athlete’s current sources
and types of confidence and ensuring
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that these are intact during competition
preparation phases

Successful world-class athletes derive
confidence from a range of sources and
these can provide the foundation for effec-
tive mental skills training programmes
targeted at enhancing sport confidence. For
example, mental rehearsal can be used
to remind athletes of their performance
accomplishments and reinforce confidence
in the lead-up to competition. I encourage
divers to keep training diaries since a
continual process of effective goal setting,
monitoring and performance evaluation
is critical to the development and mainte-
nance of sport confidence. Learning new
dives, as Tom Daley has stated he will be
doing prior to London 2012, can be scary
and athletes have to have an evidence base
that supports their capability to execute
difficult moves. Particular emphasis is
placed upon encouraging athletes to under-
take positive self-reflection on training
and competition, and to develop sound

Key term

Mental rehearsal The creation or
re-creation of an experience in the mind,
often using all the senses.

competition routines to enable them to
perform optimally under pressure.

Simulating competition
As in most sports, training demands
can be quite different to the demands of

competition. In training it is a numbers
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game and divers are working to perfect
technical changes. Consequently they
will often execute the same dive several
times. In competition, they are required
to perform one dive at a time — in some
instances with a considerable time delay
between dives. It is important that divers
have solid competition routines to account
for this time and to ensure that they don't
get distracted by uncontrollable factors,
or get too drawn into the competition.
The divers need to be able to switch off
after one dive, and then refocus shortly
before the next dive, and each of them has
devised an individual competition plan to
help them to do this, often incorporating
mental rehearsal and self-talk techniques.

Competition simulations provide ath-
letes with the opportunity to trial their
routines, hydration and recovery strategies
under pressure, and provide a realistic
performance indicator.

We set up competition simulations with
input from all members of the support
staff where possible, providing a holistic

Key term

Self-talk What we say makes a huge
difference to how we perform. Negative
words can erode confidence and positive
words can contribute to confidence and
successful sporting performances. In sport,
talking to yourself is called self-talk.

approach to preparation. In diving we
hold regular service meetings and adopt
an interdisciplinary approach to the sup-
port of the athletes.

I believe that working closely with
coaches and the other support staff, such
as physiotherapists, nutritionists, strength
and conditioning coaches and lifestyle
advisors, is paramount to the effectiveness

of my service delivery.

Dr Kate Hays is a sport psychologist based at
the English Institute of Sport, with particular
responsibility as the lead sport psychologist for
diving. She has written or co-written a number
of articles published in The Journal of App/ied
Sport Psychology and elsewhere.

Extension questions

1 What is the most consistent finding
in peak performance literature linking
self-confidence and sports perform-
ance?

2 Based on the definitions provided
and your own knowledge, what is the
difference between self-efficacy theory
and models of sport confidence?

3 What are the primary factors respon-
sible for reducing pre-competition
confidence in world-class athletes, and
what are these factors related to?

4 If you were a sport psychologist
looking at different ways of developing
confidence in elite performers, what
strategies would you use?

Key words

Self-confidence
Self-efficacy
Goal setting
Holistic

Mental rehearsal
Anxiety control
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