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Session Overview

ÅWhat is sport & exercise psychology?

ÅResearch in the field (and limits)

ÅPathways to recognition 

ÅPsych/science alternate routes

ÅChartered route

ÅSample MSc content & structure

ÅConclusion

ÅResources
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What is Sport & Exercise Psychology

ÅThis branch of psychology is 
concerned with understanding the 
behaviour, mental processes, and 
well-being of people who are 
involved in sport and exercise.

Å Interested in enduring questions, e.g.,  
stability-change; person-situation 
factors.

ÅFirst research in 1896 was on social 
facilitation.

ÅSport provides a natural laboratory for 
many questions relevant to psychology 
across the centuries.

Swim in Winter-Skate in Summer

-William James  1890
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tǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ {ǇƻǊǘΧ  ŀƴŘ 9ȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ όмфууҌύ

Sport 
Psychology

ωseeks to understand the 
psychological variables 
affecting the behaviour of 
individuals, teams or 
organisations in sport, and how 
lifestyle issues influence their 
well-being. Practitioners work 
to promote performance 
enhancement and personal 
development.

Exercise 
Psychology

ωseeks to understand the 
psychological benefits of 
exercise and physical activity, 
and the importance of exercise 
for the individual and how to 
promote lifelong participation. 
Practitioners work with 
individuals or organisations to 
optimise the value of exercise as 
part of a healthy lifestyle.

Timeline of Sport Psychology

Å1896 first study on MP by Carpenter

Å1918 laboratory opened in University of Illinois-Coleman 
Griffith

Å1965 International Society of Sport Psychology formed.

Å1985 AAASP was formed in North America.

Å1988 ά9ȄŜǊŎƛǎŜέ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ {ǇƻǊǘ tǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅΦ

Å1995 Certification partnership between AAASP & USOC

Å2006 Irish Institute of Sport practitioner register

Å2008 BPS division has inaugural conference in London
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Sport psychology in the News

Å1979-1989- just 123 news stories with keyword.

Å1989-1999 -Tripled in occurrence with 392 stories.

Å1999-2009-1660 news items relating to sport 
psychology

Research within Sport Psychology

Two distinct approaches

1. Those interested in sport & performance 
for its own sake

2. hǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ƛǎ 
understanding psychological processes and 
behaviours using sport as a microcosm 

Å Sport can offer a natural laboratory for 
many issues, social processes, motor 
cognition, etc.

Å In 1997, the majority of research focused 
on motivation, magnifying the stereotype 
(Biddle, 1997)
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Research within Exercise Psychology

ÅEmerged from studying mood profiles
of elite athletes(Morgan, 1980)

ÅConcerned primarily with physical 
activity

ÅResearch funding focuses upon 
attempts at increasing physical activity 
in population

ÅThus exercise initiation, adherence are 
the key areas of investigation

ÅTheories are models of behaviour 
change

ÅSome tentative links to sport  psych 
literature (e.g., exercise imagery)

Above: Iceberg Profile 

of elite athletes

²Ƙŀǘ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎΧ

Iƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ       ΧΦƧǳǎǘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΗ
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What it cannot explain!

²Ƙŀǘ ƘŜΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΧ

And what it can!

See  Kavussanu, M (2008). Moral behaviour in sport: a critical review of 

the literature. International Review of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 1, 

124-138.
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Interaction of Sport Psych. & Mainstream

Å Worryingly Annual Reviewhas only once 
included a section on sport psychology

Å Few areas of common ground even when 
topic is popular across domains (e.g., mental 
imagery is studied by neuroscientists and 
sport psych.)

Å Yet sport performers are increasingly used as 
expert samples in studies of cognitive 
processing (see Moran, 2009)-termed the 
strength based approach

Å A recent study tries to explain the neural 
processes of sporting achievement (Yarrow et 
al., 2009, Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 10, 
585-596).

Practice within Exercise Psychology

ÅLinked to wide-scale 
interventions 

Å¦Y ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ DtΩǎ 
are increasingly prescribing 
exercise for patients through 
the GP referral scheme

Å Increasing importance given 
obesity epidemic

ÅSome overlap in client groups 
with counselling, clinical and 
organisational psychology

Above: An ideal Gym?
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Applied Sport Psychology

ÅSince 1995 USOC have a register

ÅNow most countries have both 
registers of applied consultants and 
accreditation process

Å18 on IIS panel

Å1 has attended the last 2 Olympic 
Games

ÅSmall no. of F.T. consultants

ÅMost consultants in UK, NI & IRL 
conduct research too

ÅSeveral pathways to recognition as a 
professional

Above: Bob Rotella &

Padraig Harrington

Psychology Pathway

Sport-Science Pathway
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Chartered Psychologist (DSEP)

ÅEntered on the Register of 
Chartered Psychologists

ïGBR

ïSpecialised training

ïJudged fit to practise

ïAbides by the BPS Code 
of Conduct

άL ƭƻǾŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ 
psychologist because of the diversity 
and the challenging nature of the 
work. You can find yourself giving a 
lecture, writing a book chapter, 
conducting research, speaking to the 
media or consulting with a sport or 
exercise participant. It is enjoyable, 
challenging and particularly when 
consulting can be a very rewarding 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦέ 

(Dr. Marc Jones, Staffordshire 
University)


