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Is attitude important to sporting success? John Ireland outlines 
two theories that describe how changes in a performer’s attitude 
can be brought about by a coach, and explores the contribution 
of positive attitude as a functional variable in the process of 
attribution retraining

in New Zealand were described as 
‘gritty’, with inspired team work and 
key players ‘putting up their hands’ (i.e. 
taking on greater workload at key times 
during a game). Team GB’s gold medal 
achievement in the 4 × 100 m relay during 
the 2017 World Athletics Championship 
was praised as ‘clinical‘ and ‘a product 
of improved individual  focus’. In 
England’s nine-run victory over India in 
the Women’s Cricket World Cup final, 
the match-winning six-wickets-for-46 

Attitude and sport 
performance bowling by Anya Shrubsole was 

attributed to confidence, determination 
and ambition, which have helped her 
develop prowess, not only in cricket, but 
across a range of sports.

Irrelevant attitudes?

The notion of attitude does not receive 
full acclaim at academic level either. 
Diane Gill (doctor of sport psychology, 
University of Iowa) comments that 
attitude as a standalone subject is not of 
primary interest to sports psychologists 
or participants, because attitudes 
are difficult to assess. Furthermore, 
attitude is known to be a poor predictor 
of behaviour. For example, a person 
with a positive fitness ethnic will not 
necessarily commit to completing a 
given fitness programme. Therefore, 
research outcomes on attitude may be 
vague. However, Gill does not dismiss 
the value of the subject completely:

Anya Shrubsole celebrates 
after bowling Smrtri 
Mandhana during the 2017 
ICC Women’s World Cup final

Sports articles rarely ascribe success 
in sport to a positive attitude. 
This attribute on its own may 

be considered too staid to illustrate 
the intensity of contemporary athletic 
endeavour and regarded as a bland 
generalisation, preventing descriptions 
of more exciting qualities of athleticism 
appreciated by today’s well-informed 
sports audiences. 

Performances of rugby union’s British 
and Irish Lions to draw the 2017 series 
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‘ Attitudes are important psychological 
constructs and are understood to 
strongly influence sport behaviours. ’Moody (1980) defines attitude as:

‘ a mental state of readiness directed 
through experience that influences 
our responses to any object, person or 
situation. ’For example, pleasant experiences 

during physical education lessons that 
are fun, inclusive and skill-oriented 
are likely to develop positive attitudes 
towards sport. In turn, this disposition 
is likely to steer an individual 
towards healthy lifestyles and lifelong 
participation in physical activity. By the 
same token, negative attitudes can be 
generated by unpleasant experiences. 
Furthermore, the practical inference 
of Moody’s definition indicates that 
skilful movement in sports performance 
is facilitated, at least in part, by the 
attitude of athletes.

It is unlikely (but possible) that an 
examination question will ask directly 
about definitions. They serve only to 
provide an initial focus on the subject. 
It is more important to describe the 
characteristics of the construct (Box 1).

Formation of attitude

Whether positive or negative, an attitude 
is directed towards an attitude object. 
In  the previous example, the object 
would be physical education and lifetime 
sports participation.

Attitudes are part of personality. 
They are learned behaviour patterns 
and are not innately transferred (Box 2). 
However, it is believed that an attitude 
is a product of interaction between the 
environment and genetic composition. 
As a consequence, an attitude will shape 
the typical responses of an individual.

Attitudes are often emotional 
responses based on belief, and although 
sometimes short term, they can be 
enduring and last for life. They are 
largely the product of cognitive processes 
and are internal constructs. Attitudes are 
also unstable in character and therefore 
they can be changed.

The fact that attitude can be changed 
is of great importance both to sports 
coaches and participants. An example of 
the changing of an attitude can be found 
in the traditionally male preserve of 
boxing administration. In January 2017, 
boxing promoter Frank Warren offered 
professional terms to double Olympic 
gold medallist Nicola Adams. Admitting 
to previously having had a negative 
attitude towards female professional 
boxing, Warren said:

‘ I was not an advocate of female 
professional boxing but my head was 
turned by the achievements of this 
young lady. ’Education and socialisation

Education influences beliefs and is 
the principal provider of enriching 

experiences during formative years. For 
example, provision of a diverse outdoor 
education programme at school may 
help develop a lasting appreciation and 
respect for the natural environment.

The process of socialisation with 
different groups invariably shapes 
attitude. This may be an extension 
of education, but social interaction 
operates outside of the school 
environment and continues throughout 
life. During adolescence, the peer group 
is the most significant social influence, 
replacing earlier influential figures such 
as parents and teachers. A young person 
is motivated to conform to group norms. 
If the norm is to commit to physical 
activity, there is every chance that an 
individual group member will form a 
positive attitude in this direction.

Media

During the twentieth century, the media 
became increasingly influential in 
steering the public’s attitudes to sport. 
With increased access to media outlets 
in the last 20 years, this influence has 
become stronger. On the whole, sports 
reporting has done much to create 
positive attitudes, e.g. minority sports 
like volleyball have been promoted 
and the health benefits of participation 
publicised. However, the media has 
also been able to manipulate beliefs 
and opinions for reasons that are 
ethically questionable.

Examples of media manipulation can 
be found across the sporting eras:

 ■ In 1936, Leni Riefenstahl was 
commissioned by the German Olympic 
Committee to film the Berlin Games. 
Although considered a masterpiece, 
her work was intended to promote 
not the Olympic ethos but the 
national supremacy of Germany to a 
global audience.

 ■ During the 1960s, Roone Arledge, 
head of the ABC Sports television 
network, changed the presentation 
of American football so it became 
perceived as entertainment for all rather 
than an exclusive game for the few. 
His innovations did not benefit the game, 
but greatly increased viewing figures. 

Psychological construct  A variable 
(factor) that is not directly observable.

Typical response  Response produced 
when inner core personality traits interact 
with peripheral role related behaviours, 
which are learned. Identified by Hollander in 
the Concentric Ring Theory of Personality. 

Key terms 

Box 1 
Attitude characteristics

An attitude is:

•	directed to an attitude object

•	part of personality

•	an outlet of typical responses

•	an emotional response

•	based on belief and experiences

•	variable in duration

•	internal and unstable

Box 2 Factors affecting the 
formation of an attitude

•	Education

•	Socialisation

•	Peer influence

•	Media

•	Role models

•	Culture and ethnicity
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 ■ More recently, the NBC network 
‘manufactured’ its own Olympics while 
showing the 1996 Atlanta Games. 
Despite  65% of the competitors being 
male, coverage was centred on events 
deemed more appropriate to female 
viewers. The network claimed, ‘The 
Atlanta Games would be a celebration 
of Olympic womanhood.’ Coverage may 
have positively influenced the perception 
of female achievement in athletics, 
but the aim was not totally altruistic 
in favour of women — the motive was 
to make profit.

Role models

Role models influence the formation 
of attitude. Created in part as a product 
of the media, there are many examples 
of significant figures in sport who have 
influenced the attitudes of others. 
Dame Tanni Grey-Thompson held over 
30 world records and won 11 Paralympic 
gold medals. Her achievements began 
in 1988 at the Seoul Paralympics 
and since retirement she has received 
many accolades for services to sport 
and society. Her contribution has 
done much to change the attitude of 
sponsors, the media and the public in 
relation to the status of disability sport.

Culture and ethnicity

Culture is a factor that impinges on 
attitude. For over a century, rugby 
league was perceived as part of working-
class culture, whereas rugby union was 

considered the preserve of the middle 
classes. Great animosity existed between 
the codes, and the cultural divide was a 
purveyor of mutual negative attitudes. 

Ethnicity is also a cultural 
determinant. The concepts of centrality 
and stacking continue to linger in 
American football. The belief is instilled 
that white players are better able to 
make tactical decision compared with 
black players. Attitudes are slowly 
changing, but as recently as 2016 
only six black quarter-backs started 
for NFL teams, while 26 white players 
occupied this decision-making position 
during that season.

Components of attitude

An attitude comprises three components. 
Together they form the triadic model of 
attitude (Figure 1).

Cognitive component

This concerns the belief and knowledge 
held by an individual about the attitude 
object. For example, a person may accept 
jogging as an effective fitness activity 
because they are aware it strengthens the 
muscular/skeletal system and improves 
cardiovascular efficiency. However,  the 
activity is good for mental health too, 
combating stress while increasing 
confidence and esteem.

Affective component

This relates to the emotional aspect of 
attitude and is dependent on whether 
the attitude object provides a good 
intrinsic feeling. For example, running 
moderate distances may improve our 
demeanour because the body releases 
endorphins during activity, producing 
a ‘feelgood factor’. For some people, 
the activity is enjoyed as an aesthetic 
physical experience. Roger Bannister, 
the first athlete to break the 4-minute 
mile barrier in 1954, said of his early 
running experience:

‘ A fresh rhythm entered my body…I 
had found a new source of power and 
beauty, a source I never dreamt existed.

 ’This joy of movement has been 
described as muscular sensuousness. 

Behavioural component

This involves the response made to the 
attitude component. If the cognitive 
and the affective components are 
affirmative, the response to the attitude 
object will be positive. For example, a 
person believing in the fitness benefits 
of running and finding it enjoyable will 
persist with the activity.

Changing attitudes

There are two theories on how to change 
attitudes from negative to positive:

Cognitive dissonance theory

Knowledge of the triadic model is 
applied during the process of cognitive 
dissonance. It is claimed that by changing 
one attitude component, the whole 
negative attitude can be converted into 
a positive. When one component is 
changed, psychological conflict or discord 
occurs. Under this condition, a person 
will become uncertain and emotionally 
unsettled. In other words, an individual 
will become indecisive and ‘caught in two 
minds’. This is psychological dissonance.

Dissonance is an effective method for 
changing a negative attitude because a 
person is motivated to restore balance 
between the components. Motivation to 
recreate harmony is called the drive for 
consonance (consonance is the opposite 
of dissonance).

For example, a person who enjoyed 
a competitive sporting career might 
lapse into a sedentary lifestyle during 
retirement. They may have developed a 
negative attitude to running because the 
experience of jogging is uncomfortable 
and they believe the activity damages 
joints. If the health benefits of jogging 
are indicated by a committed runner, 
the knowledge element will be 
changed. So this activity, which remains 
unpleasant, is now perceived to be 

Figure 1 Triadic model of attitude

Cognitive
(knowledge)

(emotion) (response)
Affective

Components of attitude

Behavioural

Centrality  White players occupying 
decision-making positions, usually in the 
centre of the field.

Stacking  A phenomenon in which 
athletes of a certain ethnicity are under- or 
overrepresented in a given position.

Psychological dissonance  Emotional 
conflict. It is the cause of psychological 
discord associated with uncertainty.

Drive for consonance Consonance is a 
state of emotional calmness and harmony 
associated with certainty. We are all 
motivated to attain consonance as it is a 
comfortable psychological state.

Key terms 
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This process helps the athlete to acquire 
and control psychological factors that 
optimise performance. Before discussing 
retraining, it is necessary to outline 
attribution theory.

Attribution concerns the reasons 
given for success or failure in sport. 
Such  reasons are based on opinions 
about performance considered by the 
athlete, or given by the coach.

Weiner’s model of attribution illustrates 
a two-dimensional framework that 
categorises reasons for performance 
outcome (Figure 2). Internal factors 
(labelled on the locus of causality 
dimension) relate directly to the 
athlete, while external variables 
are environmental.

A stable factor is permanent and 
difficult to adjust. Unstable reasons are 
temporary and can be changed.

highly beneficial to fitness. This degree 
of dissonance may convince the athlete 
with the negative attitude to participate.

Similarly, dissonance could develop 
if the experience could be made more 
pleasurable, e.g. slow-pace running 
or interspersing jogging with walking 
may change the affective component 
favourably. Even if the individual remains 
unconvinced about the benefits, the 
enjoyment derived from the activity may 
induce a positive attitude. 

Finally, changing the behavioural 
element is to change the response to 
the attitude object, e.g. someone 
who refrains from running could be 
encouraged to participate because they 
may find it enjoyable.

Persuasive communication theory

This method involves changing an 
attitude by applying verbal persuasion. 
Persuasive communication  depends on 
four factors operating together:

The persuader
This person needs to be in authority 
and have high status. For example, the 
coach of a basketball team may wish 

to change the attitude of a promising 
player who cannot commit to full 
attendance at training.

The recipient
An attitude is easier to convert if the 
recipient really wishes to change, e.g. 
the basketball player realises his or her 
skill potential and wishes to increase the 
motivation to become dedicated.

The message
The message or advice needs to be 
presented in a way that is appealing to 
the player and motivates them towards 
change. The coach may inform the team 
member that they have ability and the 
capacity to achieve a higher standard of 
representation.

The situation
Attitudes are more easily changed if other 
persuaders are present, e.g. other team 
members could provide encouragement.

Attribution theory

Positive attitude can be used as 
a functional variable during the 
application of attribution retraining. Figure 2 Weiner’s model of attribution

Stable

Internal External

Ability Task difficulty

Effort Luck
Stability

Unstable

Locus of 
causality

Inspired team 
work. Conor 
Murray scores 
the Lions’ 
second try 
against New 
Zealand in the 
second test of 
the 2017 British 
and Irish Lions 
tour
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Ideally, successful outcomes 
are attributed to internal factors. 
For example, attainment is recognised as 
products of ability and genuine effort. 
Such attributions will be a source of 
confidence and of benefit to the athlete 
in the next competition. 

Should failure be the outcome, 
external attributions should be applied. 
For example, after a poor display, a 
footballer may be advised the pitch 
did not suit their style of play. This 
implies the player was unlucky and 
environmental conditions made the 
task too difficult.

External attributions avoid personal 
blame and take away responsibility for 
failure from the player. This application 
will protect self-esteem and help to 
sustain confidence for the next match. 
This procedure is a positive or functional 
application of the attributional process.

Drawbacks of attribution 
application

High achievers in sport like cricketer 
Anya Shrubsole tend to make positive 
attributions, which will help to increase 
their expectation of success while 
reducing the fear of failure. This facilitates 
approach behaviours and aspirations 
toward mastery orientation associated 
with elite performers.

However, low achievers tend to make 
negative attributions about performance, 

ascribing failure to internal/stable 
reasons, e.g. ability. Success, on the other 
hand, is put down to external/unstable 
attributions, such as luck. This negativity 
results in avoidance behaviours and the 
onset of learned helplessness.

Furthermore, if failure is constantly 
attributed to external factors, the 
athlete has an excuse for poor 
performance. Therefore, the real 
reasons for defeat are covered up and 
improvement cannot happen.

Attribution retraining

In order to facilitate improvement, 
eliminate learned helplessness and 
promote mastery orientation behaviours, 
a coach should change the attribution 
given for failure to those that are internal/
unstable. Significantly, this category of 
attributions can also be controlled by the 
performer, e.g. an individual can choose 

to apply extra effort. The  application 
of this positive procedure is termed 
attribution retraining.

Controllability is the third dimension 
of the attribution model — only the 
box labelled internal and unstable can 
be controlled by a performer. Weiner’s 
model identifies only effort as a factor, 
which is collectively internal, unstable 
and controllable. Exam marks will 
be awarded for this example. The 
performance of the British and Irish 
Lions, gold in the World Championship 
4 × 100 m relay and Shrubsole’s bowling 
achievements were undoubtedly the 
result of supreme effort and may well 
have been a product of acquired personal 
qualities like grit, determination and 
‘holding up of hands’. However, unlike 
attitude, these qualities are not factors 
that feature on A-level specifications. 

Attitude is a functional attribution 
that is also internal, changeable and 
under the control of the athlete. 
Although understated by the media, 
attitude exists as the underpinning 
psychological construct in elite athletic 
performance, and sporting achievement 
remains impossible if it is anything 
less than positive.

John Ireland is a an experienced, 
recently retired, PE teacher and a 
regular contributor to PE REVIEW.

Approach behaviours A tendency to 
accept challenges.

Mastery orientation An expectation 
of success and the belief that processes 
leading to this outcome are controllable

Avoidance behaviour  A tendency to 
decline challenges.

Learned helplessness  An expectation of 
failure and the belief that processes leading 
to it are uncontrollable.

Key terms 

Jamaica’s Usain Bolt pulls up injured as Britain’s Nathaneel Mitchell-Blake goes on 
to win the men’s 4×100m relay final during 2017 World Athletics Championship
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