Sports Psychology exam
1. Critically discuss how using imagery might enhance sporting performance.

A definition of imagery is ‘using our senses to create or re-create an experience or visual image in the mind that may seem to be as real as seeing the image with our eyes’ (Vealey & Greenleaf, 2010). Imagery is a very important part of sports psychology as it is a way for athletes to paint a picture of what they will do while performing so when the time comes, they will already know what they want to do in that situation. Athletes use past experience from performing to help in future situations. While using imagery, an athlete could use up to all 5 senses but the most common are sight, touch and hearing. An example of imagery is a footballer thinking about where to shoot their penalty before taking it and creating a mental image of where they will shoot the ball. This essay will be discussing how imagery can be used to enhance performance by discussing theory and case studies that support the theory and looking at strengths and limitations of the theories.

the first theory this essay will be discussing is psychoneuromuscular theory proposed by Carpenter (1984). This theory suggests that imagery connects to the body in order to get the muscles ready for action. The theory proposes that when creating a mental image of an action, the brain sends the same impulses to the required muscle as it would when physically completing the action. By using mental imagery, the movement will be rehearsed numerous times, and therefore when it comes time for the physical action, it will be performed better (Carpenter, 1984). A study by Suinn in 1985 supported this theory where he studied skiers using mental imagery performing using an EMG, which measures muscle responses to stimulation of muscles. The study found that when skiers were asked to use mental imagery to rehearse jumps and turns while racing, their EMG results coincided with physically doing the jumps and turns while racing (Suinn, 1985). While this theory does produce good evidence for imagery enhancing sporting performance, there are some critiques of the theory. One is that it cannot be definitively proven that there is a muscular connection when using imagery and although there are no negatives to rehearsing images before performance, it does not necessarily improve performance.

The next theory is functional equivalence hypothesis first suggested by Finke (1979). This theory agrees with the idea that mental imagery has the same neurophysiological process as physically executing the action. However, the functional equivalence hypothesis goes into more detail about how this occurs as it emphasises the role of learning. The theory suggests that the more experienced you are in the sport, the more connection there is between the mind and the muscle. Therefore, those who are newer to the sport will see less of an improvement in their performance when using imagery (Finke, 1979). A popular use of imagery was described as PETTLEP imagery proposed by Holmes and Collins (2001). This is a 7-point functional equivalence checklist to use imagery in the best possible way. The points suggest that the mental image of a physical skill should be the same as executing the skill physically when considering the 7 components. The components are physical, environmental, task, timing, learning, emotion and perspective. The physical component suggests that imagery is most effective when imagining all the physical aspects experienced during physical performance, for example a footballer imagining his body position and movement when going to pass the ball. Environment refers to creating a mental image of the environment where the skill will be performed physically, for example a footballer imagining the pitch they will be playing on. Task refers to imagining the characteristics of the task including feelings and actions. Timing refers to creating a mental of image of the same speed as completing the action physically. Learning refers to creating more detailed mental images as you get more experienced and skilled in the sport. Emotion means refers to creating an image of the same emotion felt as when completing the task, for example confidence. And perspective refers to how the athlete sees the image, for example first person view or third person view. (Holmes & Collins, 2001). A study looked at the PETTLEP method found that golfers who created mental images of bunker shots performed the physical skill better when they imagined the action while stood in a tray of sand as the environment factor was enhanced as they could feel the sand (Smith et al., 2008). By using these 7-points, an athlete can create a realistic mental image of their performance and when it comes to performing the action, they will be more prepared and relaxed as they have already imagined what to do physically and the environment in which they will be performing the skill and so on. This theory provides strong evidence for the use of imagery when enhancing sporting performance. Using all 7-points together creates a better mental image than using only a few of the components. The theory is very in depth and is used by many athletes in order to improve performance. The detail of the theory is very important as the numerous different factors are all equally important. The emphasis on the need to imagine the environment and the timing shows the connection between mind and muscle as if you imagine the action slower than how it would happen physically, the rehearsal won’t be as accurate. Again, although the theory cannot be definitively proven to enhance sporting performance, the theory provides strong reasoning as to how it would enhance benefits are there are no clear negatives or downsides to using PETTLEP to create a mental image to enhance sporting performance (Smith, 2010).

In conclusion, these theories provide strong evidence for the use of imagery to enhance sporting performance. Both theories suggest the connection between creating a mental image and the physical action of the muscle. Both suggest that the muscle is also being used to rehearse when using mental imagery. The functional equivalence hypothesis adds more depth and suggests the PETTLEP theory on how the muscle and mind connect when using imagery and thus enhancing sporting performance. Overall, after evaluating both theories, it could be suggested that there is strong evidence for the use of imagery to enhance sporting performance.

2. Critically evaluate the application and impact of goal setting on sporting performance. 

Many would define a goal as ‘an objective or aim of action’ and this would be accurate, but a more in-depth definition would be ‘a specified standard of proficiency on a task, usually within a specified time limit’ (Locke & Latham, 2002). Goal setting is an important part of sporting performance, and many have attempted to look into the different areas of goal setting and how it impacts sporting performance. Studies have been conducted to examine many different variables that have an impact sporting performance in relation to goal setting. These variables include age, the athlete’s level and the type of goal that is being set. Weinberg et al (1993) suggested that practically every athlete use goal setting to improve sporting performance in some capacity. It has been suggested that there are 4 types of goals. Outcome goals are results based. Performance goals are based on personal and individual performance (Martens, 1987). Process goals are performance orientated and how the athlete will improve in specific areas while performing. Group goals are specific to how a group or team will perform (Weinberg & Gould, 2011). Athletes at different points in their life have different goal ideas with older athletes preferring goal that are improvement orientated whereas younger athletes orientate their goals around enjoyment.  This essay will look to evaluate theories of goal setting and how they impact sporting performance by discussing the theory, looking at studies on the theory and looking at the strengths and limitations of the theory.

Locke and Latham (2002) suggested the mechanist theory of goal setting. They proposed that there are 4 key elements when setting a goal to improve sporting performance. These 4 elements are directed attention, effort mobilisation, persistence and developing new learning strategies. Directed attention is important as it means that the athlete has a goal to focus on and something they can strive for. By directing their attention to achieving their goal they will have a clear and concise idea of where to improve and they can ignore stuff that they do not need to focus on. If there is no goal to focus their attention on, they can lose interest and therefore their performance level will not improve or even decrease. Effort mobilisation refers to the effort being put in by the athlete to achieve their goal. Now that the athlete has a goal to focus on, they need to put a lot of effort into achieving their goal. This is why the goal must be challenging as the more challenging the goal the more effort required to achieve the goal. If the athlete does not put in enough effort to achieve their goal, then again, their sporting performance will not improve. Persistence refers to sticking at it in order to achieve their goal. (Locke et al., 1981).  If an athlete is to improve their sporting performance, then they must be persistent. If an athlete gives up on the goal before it is achieved, then the setting of the goal was pointless, and their sporting performance will not improve. Persistence is especially important in long term goals as athletes may not see major improvement straight away and in order to improve the athlete must carry on putting in the effort to achieve their goal and as a result, improve their performance. Developing new learning strategies is a by-product of goal setting. By setting goals, athletes are forcing themselves to develop new and improved ways of learning ways to accomplish tasks. These new learning strategies will help them improve in future tasks they set themselves. an example of this is a footballer who perhaps plays well on artificial, 4G pitches but perhaps not so well on grass pitches and therefore will need to adapt their game in order to improve their performance. If an athlete develops good learning strategies, then their performance will improve as a result (Locke & Latham, 2002). Locke and Latham also suggest that there are 3 factors that impact goal setting and performance. These 3 factors are self-efficacy, feedback and task complexity. Self-efficacy refers to how confident an athlete is in their ability to complete the goal that has been set. If the athlete does not think they will be able to achieve their goal, then they will need to adapt their goal. Feedback is important as athletes need to see how much they are improving in relation to their goal. Feedback can be received in many different ways, including stats or feedback from their coach. If the athlete can see how much they are improving, then they will continue to be persistent in order to continue towards achieving their goal. Task complexity refers to how challenging the goal is. A goal has to be challenging yet attainable in order to improve performance. If a goal is too simple, then it will not be challenging enough, and the athlete will lack motivation to achieve the goal. On the other hand, if the goal is too difficult to achieve, then the athlete will lose confidence in their own abilities as they will not be able to reach their goal (Locke & Latham, 2002). This theory shows how important goal setting is when it comes to improving sporting performance. The theory shows that making sure that athletes must consider many different variables when setting goals, and if these variables are not met, then their sporting performance will not improve, and in some cases can even decrease. The theory highlights that with clear and concise goals that are challenging, sporting performance can drastically improve. The theory shows that whether positively or negatively, there is a strong relationship between goal setting and sporting performance and that goal setting can both positively and negatively impact sporting performance. Therefore, by using this theory it could be argued that the application of goal setting, when used correctly can have a very positive impact on athletes sporting level at all levels and ages (Lander, 2013).
Another theory of goal setting in relation to sporting performance is the cognitive theory and goal styles model suggested by Burton (1983). Where Locke and Latham suggested a direct link between goal setting and performance, Burton suggested that goal setting indirectly impacts performance. Burton says that goal setting is highly linked to psychological factors such as confidence, anxiety and motivation. Burton focused on the 4 types of goals and how they affected performance. Burton did a study where he studied swimmers when it came to goal setting and performance. Burton found that when athletes set realistic performance goals, they saw a decrease in anxiety, and increase in confidence and importantly an improvement in their performance level. However, when it came to outcome goals, setting unrealistic goals saw a decrease in confidence and performance and an increase in anxiety (Burton, 1989). Upon further investigation, Burton came up with the goal setting styles model. He suggested that goal setting involved 3 goal styles. The first style is performance orientation. Athletes that are performance orientated base success on seeing their performance level improve. Success orientated athletes define success only by winning and comparing themselves to others. Success orientated athletes have confidence in their abilities. Failure orientated athletes also define success on winning and comparing themselves to others but unlike success orientated athletes, they do not have a lot of confidence in their own abilities. Burton suggested that goal setting was different for athletes in the 3 styles. The model hypothesis that goal setting will increase performance for athletes that are performance orientated the most, due to their focus on improving themselves rather than winning. Goal setting can moderately improve performance for success orientated athletes but for failure orientated athletes it will decrease performance as they are afraid of others seeing their weaknesses in the sport (Burton & Naylor, 2002). Failure orientated athletes are more likely to see a decrease in confidence when setting goals. This theory is very clear on its thoughts on the impact of goal setting on sporting performance. The theory is very clear that goal setting can have very differing effects on athletes’ performance. Whether positive or negative, the theory implies that the application of goal setting has a very strong impact on sporting performance. Athletes’ personality and ambitions have an effect on whether their performance levels improve or worsen. Burton argues that how athletes determine success effect the impact of goal setting on sporting performance, with athletes more focused on self-improvement seeing a better impact on performance from goal setting (Burton & Weiss, 2008).

In conclusion, both these theories suggest that the application of goal setting has a large impact on sporting performance. Both theories agree that whether positively or negatively, goal setting affects athletes’ performances. The mechanist theory suggested that it was down to what kind of goals were set were important and making sure that the goals being set were challenging and motivating and the importance of feedback. Where the mechanist theory suggests a direct link between goal setting and performance, the cognitive theory suggests there is an indirect link. The cognitive theory puts more of an emphasis on the individual when it comes to goal setting, suggesting that different athletes will react differently to goal setting depending on what they see as success. Overall, these 2 theories provide strong evidence for the strong impact of goal setting on sporting performance and from this it could be suggested that goal setting is very important when it comes to athletes and their level of performance.


