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SHSS9042 Assignment One
Sport and Exercise Psychology
By Jonathon Nicholson

Results

     To examine somatic (s-state) and cognitive state (c-state) anxiety the Athlete was given a series of symptoms, and asked to rate how frequently they occurred. For Somatic symptoms he was asked to also rate direction, and for cognitive symptoms he was asked to rate the intensity of these concerns. Symptoms based on Martens et al (1990) CSAI-2 form.

	Somatic Symptom
	Frequency (1-7)
	Direction (3 - -3)

	Increased HR
	5
	-1

	Tight/ Tense muscles
	3
	-1

	Pins & Needles
	1
	0

	Jittery/ weak legs
	1
	0

	Tense stomach
	3
	0

	Butterflies
	3
	-2

	Clammy hands
	1
	0

	Relaxed muscles
	1
	0

	Total
	18 (7-56)
	-4 (24 - -24)



	Cognitive Symptom
	Frequency (1-7)
	Intensity (1-7)

	Concerns about losing
	7
	1

	Self-doubts
	3
	3

	Concerns about not doing as well as you should
	2
	2

	Concerns about choking
	1
	1

	Worries about performing badly in front of peers
	1
	2

	Worries about performing badly in front of friends and family
	7
	6

	Concerns about losing concentration
	1
	0

	Totals
	22 (1-49)
	15 (1-49)



 The frequency of somatic symptoms were relatively low, with a score of 18 out of a possible high of 56. Those that did occur more regularly were viewed as slightly negative, but he recalls that they never became debilitating, and he never allowed them to effect his performance. The athlete claimed that increased heart rate could be perceived as good or bad, depending on whether he was excited or nervous before a heat. This can be affected by the conditions of the surf, the skill of his competitors, levels of arousal and self confidence at the time. “Yeah uh that [increased HR] was quite normal, especially at the beginning of the heat, uhm and that would normally settle down after you got a wave of two under your belt”.
However, butterflies were generally seen as a sign of nerves, and he recalls times when his increased heart rate could lead to increased perceived fatigue during a heat, especially in larger surf and more dangerous locations.
  Cognitive symptoms were more prevalent, with some symptoms standing out much more than others. During the interview the athlete explained that he always had concerns about losing, but he never allowed it to effect his attitude; “But always, we were always aware to keep your uhh you know your thoughts positive and you’re going into your heat with an attitude to win”. This suggests the athlete likely had effective coping strategies in place for lack of self confidence in his ability to win. Another major cognitive hurdle, was feeling elevated pressure whenever his friends and family were present to watch him compete, scoring an intensity of six and claiming it would often negatively affect his performance.

The initial interview outlined multiple key stressors, such as time constraints during a heat, large or dangerous waves, and highly skilled competitors, which could all be antecedents to increased state anxiety.
 “but of course, the tougher the competitors were that you were against, the more that pressure was activated”
 “[concerns about losing or choking] especially in surfing because, as you know, it runs in twenty minute heats, and in my day you had to catch four waves in twenty minutes, so if you didn’t catch a decent wave in ten minutes which is half way through the heat uhm, the pressure was on.. full on” 
 “especially when the conditions are large”

 When we look at how the Athlete scored, and subjects discussed with the athlete in the follow up interview, it became clear that the athlete had a strong ability to remain positive despite certain stressful situations and rarely let the pressure effect him negatively. However, some areas appear more likely to cause the athlete anxiety, such as not wanting to disapoint family.

 Results Analysis

  During the interview process, the athletes showed general low levels of c-state anxiety, although lack of research prevents us from comparison with other competitors within surfing. A study by Fernandez et al (2013) on singles vs doubles tennis players found that competitors in individual sports, such as surfing, showed lower levels of c-state anxiety than competitors in team sports, and, that males showed lower levels of c-state anxiety than females. These findings could be factors in our athletes ability to control c-state anxiety. Further, Speilburger (1971) suggests there is a direct correlation between levels of Trait and State anxiety, being that people with higher levels of Trait anxiety encounter higher levels of c-state anxiety. Multiple studies have shown that surfers and people who surf regularly (Amrhein, Barkhoff & Heiby, 2016; Benjamin and Taylor, 2011) experience lower levels of depression and (trait) anxiety. This connection could provide some explanation how the subject was able to maintain low levels of anxiety during competitions.

  The athlete recalls being level headed and positive in most situations, except when friends and family are present to watch him compete, claiming very high frequency and intensity for this symptom of c-state where most others are very low. He recalls;

Athlete: “Everyone had high expectations of me so the pressure was to deliver”
Interviewer: “Were they supportive too though?”
Athlete: “Yes I guess, except my father where only first counted. First in the contest, not the heat!”
(Extract taken from direct message)

  Large bodies of research (Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934; Harter, 1998; Eccles, 1993) have suggested that we are subject to see ourselves and judge our own competence on how others perceive us, specifically significant others (Amorose, 2003). Therefore, if an athletes father expects only first place, but the athlete consistently only makes it to the quarter-finals, then it is natural for the athlete to assume that their father is disappointed in them no matter their own perception of a good result. This can lead to a negative effect on an athletes self-confidence and increase stress, leading to higher levels of anxiety whilst being observed by his family.

 When asked ‘what was the best heat that has stood out in your memory?’, the subject recalled winning a competition at age 16, by winning every one of his heats. This positive competitive experience is likely to have strengthened the athletes self-efficiency, through Harters (1998) competence motivation theory, where-by successful performance at a young age can lead to increased self-efficiency, and feelings of competence, whereas unsuccessful performances can lead to demotivation and sometimes dropping out entirely.

Practical Implications

A study by Hanton, Thomas and Maynard (2004) shows that state anxiety increases, and self-confidence decreases as the time to competition decreases. The Athlete claimed that anxiety generally remained low, and that self-confidence was strong, preceding the event suggesting strong self-efficacy, (Bandura, 2012). This is backed up by his low scores for many relevant cognitive anxiety symptoms such as ‘Concerns about not doing as well as you should’, suggesting trust in his own skill level, and likelihood of successful attempts to take part in competition. However, during a competitive heat he felt the pressure would increase as the time ran out.

“I’d say that as the clock ticked and the time decreased my performance decreased because there was a sense of urgency uhh, then you start making rush decisions, and not thinking as clearly on choosing the right wave or choosing the right manoeuvre because you’re in a rush and you try to fit too many manoeuvres on the wave.”
“Yes of course when chasing a score with about two minutes left the stress kicks in, heart starts racing & paddling around desperately looking for a wave”

 Executing a single task (such as surfing your last wave whilst needing a score) is an antecedent to choking (Hill and Shaw, 2013). Therefore allowing the time to run down before getting the necessary scores could lead to increased stress, and a situation where the athletes chance to make it through the heat comes down to one wave. This could lead to choking at a critical point and losing the chance to progress further in the competition.
  The athletes most significant weakness appears to be his inability to perform when his close friends and family are present to watch, giving him intense levels of stress. According to Fazey and Hardy’s (1988) catastrophe theory athletes facing stress and arousal do not experience slight differences in performances, but large dramatic drops in performance capabilities. However when experiencing low levels of cognitive anxiety athletes can compete well with little worry about negative outcome, or social evaluation, and despite potential arousal fluctuation (Fazey and Hardy, 1988). This could explain comments that the athlete made during an unrecorded interview about never experiencing worry about what his peers thought of him, or worry about failing to compete successfully.

Suggested Interventions
  Due to the unreliable nature of surfing there will be times that no preparation will be enough to deal with the specific and unpredictable challenges present. Therefore it is likely that coping techniques during a heat will be relied upon as much as, or more than prevention techniques leading up to the heat.
  Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identified two types of coping strategies, Problem focused and emotionally focused. Avoidance coping styles would be to apply a mental distraction, or vent unpleasant emotions (cry, become angry). Neither of these are likely to aid performance, so more suggestable are approach coping strategies; Analyse reasons why errors occured, and use progressive relaxation to reduce stress. Whilst surfing, there will be breaks in the rideable waves called ‘lulls’. These periods provide a great opportunity for relaxation techniques.
 Biofeedback training is a technique that can be used by athletes to reduce heart rate and perceived stress (Lagos, et al. 2008). It is unique, and well suited for surfing as it gives the athlete the ability to take control in a short amount of time if successful. By monitoring heart rate and exploring how thoughts effect heart rate in a laboratory setting, these thoughts can be applied on the field during stressful situations, like our athlete in the final stages of a heat. Results of a study by Lagos et al (2008) suggest biofeedback could reduce stress and increase motor function.
 Positive self-talk, and avoidance of negative self-talk is another method applicable to the surf competition setting. The use of positive, task specific self-talk (i.e. Repeating, “I rip, I can win”) can improve self-confidence, help in skill acquisition and help change the athletes mood (Hardy, Gammage and Hall, 2001), which could prove useful to the athlete when experiencing negative thoughts or self-doubt.
  

Future Research
  Though there is a large body of research relating to state anxiety in competition (Fazey and Hardy, 1988) (Fernandes et al, 2013)(Martens et al, 1990), and there is a fair amount of research looking at trait anxiety in recreational surfers (Amrhein, Barkhoff, and Heiby, 2016), there are no studies looking into state anxiety or cognitive processes among surfers. I propose a qualitative study involving a number of competitive surfers to better examine the pressures that competitors are subject to. It would also be beneficial to conduct research into stressors within a sport with so many dangers. For example, do surfers on the World Surf Tour experience higher levels of anxiety at Jeffreys bay, where Mick Fanning was attacked by a shark in 2015? And do they feel more negative or positive anxiety when surfing larger, more dangerous waves such as Teahpoo and Pipeline, pointing at sport dependency or even a dangerous addiction to flow state as suggested in Partington, Partington and Oliviers (2009) study?



Appendixes
I: Okay so first thing I’m going to go over the definitions of the anxiety types we’re going to be covering. Cognitive anxiety refers to the mental components of anxiety and is characterised be things such as concerns and worries about the upcoming competition, and any kinda, doubts, about your performance. And then we have Somatic anxiety which refers to your perception of any physical symptoms which is characterised be nervousness, butterflies in your stomach, tense muscles and shaking, stuff like that. 

A: Okay 

I: Then we also have the intensity of the perceived anxiety which is sort of like the level of it, and we’ll be going through a way of sort of, recording that. Then we have direction which is your perception of the symptoms you’ve experienced, which may be good or bad for your performance. 

A: Alright 

I: Fist off we’re going to start with some general questions about your sport and the level of your performance. So, what sport did you perform in? 

A: Surfing 

I: And where you part of any team or club within surfing? 

A: Yes 

I: How often did you surf or train? 

A: Uhh pretty much daily. 

I: Okay and was that just surfing or did you train outside of the surf as well? 

A: Uh in my days it wasn’t as professional as it is now so it was mainly just surfing. 

I: Alright okay, and at what level did you compete? 

A: Uhh I competed at all levels from amateur to professional level. 
I: Okay so focusing more on the higher levels of competition, did you enjoy competing at this level? 

A: Yes, and no. 

I: Airtight, any reasoning behind your answer? 

A: Uh yes, quite a few reasons if we need to get into that (laughs), I always enjoyed competing, and winning, but I never enjoyed losing (laughs). And uh, there was a lot of pressure sometimes, you know, especially when the waves where huge or out of control back in my days you just had to go out with no jet ski assist or anything, so it was quite nerve wracking because it was sometimes very risky and uhhm, out of my comfort zone. 

I: Okay, Alright next up, I’d like you to try and uh kinda think back to the mindset of just before you go out to compete, say just before you paddle out and the heat starts, try and explain some of the thoughts and feelings you typically experience before a big heat. 

A: Well usually before the actual contest to look foreward to it and you train for it because you know what sort of conditions you’re going to have so you prepare yourself mentally for those conditions and you practice in those types of conditions, and uhm once the even starts you enter in with a positive attitude, wanting to win, yea that’s pretty much it. 

I: Alright, alright.  

A: Do you want me to elaborate a bit more or.. 

I: No, no that’ll do there, but uh. In terms of thoughts going through your mind, you say you go into it wanting to win so you’re filling yourself with positive feelings? 

A: Absolutely yah, well also realistic feelings so that was one of my downfalls I would aim at a level that I felt I could achieve which was sometimes below what I could have actually achieved. So I like would go for the quarter finals, uh instead of aiming at the finals which looking back I could have achieved but I ahy, cut myself a bit short but yea you set yourself a goal, like a minimum you want to reach in this event which is the quarter finals. And then aim towards that goal. 

I: Right okay good. So bearing in mind somatic anxiety symptoms I mentioned being physical feelings, do you ever recall having any of these, things like increased heart rate, tightness or tensness? 

A: Yeah uh that was quite normal, especially at the beginning of the heat, uhm and that would normally settle down after you got a wave of two under your belt but of course, the tougher the competitors were that you were against, the more that pressure was activated, soit was, uhh if you had an easy heat you had less pressure, obviously if you knew you were up against guys that could beat you uhh you felt a lot more pressure which probably worked against one’s self you know. But always, we were always aware to keep your uhh you know your thoughts positive and you’re going into your heat with an attitude to win. 

I: Okay. Uhm alright okay, so if there were ever any cognitive anxiety symptoms uhm so passing thoughts, did you ever feel concerned about uh losing or uhh choking under the pressure or perhaps distractions? 

A: Uhm yes of course sometimes, especially in surfing because, as you know, it runs in twenty minute heats, and in my day you had to catch four waves in twenty minutes, so if you didn’t catch a decent wave in ten minutes which is half way through the heat uhm, the pressure was on.. full on (laughs). You know, you had to pull off a miracle and catch four waves in ten minutes which was very difficult, especially when the conditions are large. So depending on the situation the pressures where higher or lower, but uh yeah there was a lot of pressure, especially with that time limit that added a lot of pressure, to competing. 

I: Right. Alright so uh this might prove a little difficult but I want to ask you to try and rate the intensity of your symptoms on a scale I have here, so if you can try.. 
A: Okay so like a one to ten? 

I: Well no for this one, I’d like you to rate somatic symptoms, so the physical symptoms, if you can rate them from negative to positive, so minus three being very negative, so how you thought those things might affect you, then plus three being positive. So for example you might perceive increased heart rate as positive because it means the body is prepared, or negative because you think it’s because you’re nervous. 

A: Uhm you know like I said, it was different in every situation but if I had to take an average, in terms of that scoring scale I’d say for me because of the time pressures I’d go for a plus one. 

I: Right okay 

A: My biggest problem was the time pressure, I think if I had more time I’d have won many more heats but I struggled to get those four waves in twenty minutes, that was often my downfall. 

I: Okay. So have you ever felt like that has effected your performance, so you mention time constraints, have you ever had a situation where you’ve looked at the clock and felt like your performance increased or decreased due to the pressure? 

A: I’d say that as the clock ticked and the time decreased my performance decreased because there was a sense of urgency uhh, then you start making rush decisions, and not thinking as clearly on choosing the right wave or choosing the right manoeuvre because you’re in a rush and you try to fit too many manoeuvres on the wave. 

I: Yea sure, so one mistake becomes a lot more costly. 

A: Yes, where-as if you got off to a good start, the key was always to get off to an early start, like if you got a good  wave in the first 5 minutes the pressure was off, you started to think more clearly, and uhhh yea 

I: You kindof start getting in the flow then 

A: Yess, but they’ve changes the system as you know, now there’s two waves in a thirty minute heat and it’s made the whole thing a lot more fair really, because often the guys that are good at catching four waves used to win the heats, whereas I usually had the best wave of the heat but no back-ups, like I’d have a zero as my fourth wave and get knowcked out, it was rather irritating. 

I: Sure. So moving onto the cognitive, similar sort of question. Those thoughts and feelings you had, going into things with positivity, but generally from plus three to minus three, where would you place those thoughts and feelings you had? 

A: The thoughts and feelings, I don’t know if I can give you it, at the start of the heat I would probably start with a plus two, uhm, if I started running out of time that would quickly deaerate to a minus two (laughs).  

I: That’s alright thanks. Now that’s pretty much it actually. 

A: Oh right, I might have given you more detail (laughs) 
*end recording* 
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