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ABSTRACT 

Sports Psychology focuses on understanding and 

improving an athlete's mental and emotional aspects 

to enhance athletic performance.  The importance of 

developed psychological skills for an elite athlete 

has long been acknowledged. A player without a 

‘thick skin’ is unlikely to be successful in any sport. 

Constant criticism and scrutiny from various sources 

and increasing stress demands can induce a 

pessimistic environment for athletes, impacting their 

performances and further feeding their negative 

emotions. Such a vicious cycle can derail an 

athlete’s entire career. In such a situation, 

psychology becomes an important weapon in their 

armoury. This article aims to study and analyze the 

usefulness and effectiveness of psychological 

interventions in dealing with challenges faced by 

competitive athletes and managing the stress and 

anxiety that come with it and also to study the 

challenges and weaknesses of intervention research, 

particularly the impact of covid-19 on the delivery 

of such programs. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Competitive Sports can be an extremely 

demanding and challenging arena for even the best 

of athletes. In an interview with The Guardian, 

legendary Football Goalkeeper, Gianluigi Buffon 

spoke about the emotional toll of losing important 

matches, leading to depression and anxiety. He 

emphasized the importance of stress management 

and suggested athletes care for their mental health 

(Guardian, 2013). Basketball player Tyrell Terry 

announced his retirement at the age of 22 after 

playing just 2 seasons in the NBA citing severe 

anxiety as the reason for retiring. He said that he 

experienced the ‘darkest times’ of his life while 

playing the sport (CNN, 2022). Examples like these 

show that sports performers have to manage a wide 

range of demands and psychological responses if 

they are to improve their performances and enjoy 

their sport experience. While some athletes can cope 

with the environmental stressors and the 

consequences of the stress process, many others fail 

leading to poor performances and severe mental 

health issues such as depression, burnout, anxiety 

etc. Effective psychological interventions, therefore, 

are extremely important for the mental and 

emotional well-being of professional sports 

performers. 

This article aims to find out whether the 

current sports psychology interventions are effective 

in optimizing sportspersons’ stress process and 

performance by studying the existing literature. Out 

of the many intervention reviews in sports 

psychology, more focus is given to enhancing 

performance. Greenspan and Feltz (1989) reviewed 

23 interventions with athletes and suggested that 

relaxation-based and cognitive models were 

effective in enhancing performance.  In their study, 

Martin, Vause, and Schwartzman (2005) 

incorporated 7 single-subject designs and 8 

experimental designs. 5 out of 7 single-subject 

designs reported positive effects for all participants 

while all eight experimental designs reported 

positive results for the treatment group compared to 

the control group. These studies show that 

psychological interventions have a positive impact 

on the performance of competitive athletes. 

However, such psychosocial programs can also play 

a positive role in athletes’ affective well-being 

(Miller & Kerr, 2002). Due to the influence of stress 

and anxiety in the athletes’ life intervention research 

must also focus on their effectiveness in optimizing 

the stress process of the athlete. 

 

II. EFFECTIVE STRESS MANAGEMENT 
Rumbold, Fletcher, and Daniels (2015) in 

their article outlined the importance of establishing 

the effectiveness of stress management 
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interventions.  Effectiveness is defined by the 

American Psychological Association as “the 

applicability, feasibility, and usefulness of the 

intervention in the local or specific setting where it 

is to be offered” (APA,2002). Effectiveness is 

assessed by conducting manipulation checks or by 

calculating the overall effect size of behavior change 

for the various stress process component and 

performance outcomes measured. To date, the sport 

psychology literature has indicated that stress 

management interventions may generally be 

effective in reducing state and trait anxiety in 

athletes. Anxiety, however, is only one component 

of the broader, dynamic stress process (stressors, 

appraisals, emotions, coping). Establishing the 

circumstances in which programs are effective 

would assist sports psychologists in assessing when 

treatments are effective for performers of particular 

age groups and competitive levels   

 

 TREATMENT EFFICACY OF STRESS 

MANAGEMENT 

Treatment efficacy as stated in the ‘Criteria 

for Evaluating Treatment Guidelines’ (APA, 2002) is 

the “systematic and scientific evaluation of whether 

a treatment works.”. Efficacy is based on internally 

valid outcomes. Certain research designs better infer 

causality thereby increasing the confidence that a 

certain treatment works. According to APA, 

Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs) that involve 

control or comparison groups are better for inferring 

causality between variables and provide reliable 

estimates of effects (Martin et al; 2005). Such 

designs are more likely to be classified under the 

highest level of empirical support (Rumbold, 

Fletcher, and Daniels; 2015). Other measures of 

efficacy include the presence of natural settings, 

descriptions allowing researchers to replicate the 

study, and whether manipulation checks or follow-

up assessments were held. 

 

EFFECT OF PSYCHOLOGICAL 

INTERVENTIONS ON STRESS OPTIMISATION 

AND PERFORMANCE 

Based on the transactional model of stress 

given by Lazarus (1999) defines stress as “an 

ongoing process that involves individuals 

transacting with their environments, making 

appraisals of the situations they find themselves in, 

and endeavoring to cope with any issues that may 

arise” Rumbold, Fletcher, and Daniels (2015) 

conducted a systematic review of relevant 

intervention research. Based on the inclusion 

criteria, 64 studies were included in their review 

encompassing a variety of cognitive (11), 

multimodal (44), and alternative (9) interventions. 

Their review results indicate that in general such 

interventions optimized athletes’ stress experience 

and improved performance.  

To establish the effectiveness, the interventions were 

grouped into 3 categories: Cognitive, Multimodal, 

and Alternative.  

1. Cognitive interventions (11)- Under 

cognitive intervention studies, treatments involved, 

goal-setting, Rational-Emotive therapy, coping, 

imagery, Cognitive-Behavioural therapy, hypnosis, 

and self-talk. The summary of study effects revealed 

23 positive effects, 6 null effects, and 1 negative 

effect. 6 studies measured both stress and 

performance, of which 4 reported combined positive 

results (66%). Environment (training or 

competition) and duration of treatment also played 

an important role in the postintervention outcome. 
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(Source- Rumbold, Fletcher, and Daniels; 2012) 

 

2. Multimodal interventions (44)-Within 

multimodal interventions, treatments consisted of a 

combination of psychological techniques: arousal 

control, attentional training, cognitive control, 

cognitive and somatic relaxation training, 

concentration, COPE therapy, energizing, goal 

setting, hypnosis, imagery, meditation, motivation, 

preperformance routines, positive thinking, self-

talk, stress inoculation training, team building, etc. 

The summary of study effects revealed 86 positive 

effects, 36 null effects, and 6 negative effects. 30 

studies measured the stress process and 

performance outcomes (68%). 16 of them reported 

positive results for both variables. The environment 

of the athlete again played an important role.  
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(Source- Rumbold, Fletcher, and Daniels; 2012) 

 

3. Alternative Interventions (9)- Treatments 

consisted of anger awareness, biofeedback, applied 

relaxations, biofeedback, music interventions, 

personal goal management, and progressive 

relaxation. The summary of study effects revealed 

15 positive effects, 11 null effects, and no negative 

effects for stress components and performance. 

Three studies measured both stress components and 

performance outcomes, and two of them reported 

positive effects. However, findings were mixed 

when considering stress components in particular.  
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(Source- Rumbold, Fletcher, and Daniels; 2012) 

 

Overall, the evidence gathered from 

cognitive, multimodal, and alternative interventions 

seems to indicate an optimization of the 

components of the stress process. However, the 

evidence supporting optimized stress and 

performance is not as strong. This was most visible 

in the case of multimodal interventions. Therefore, 

reducing athletes’ stress in certain cases might not 

result in improved performances. Thus, appropriate 

activation states concerning the sport and situation 

of the athlete must be considered before designing 

an intervention program. From the data reported, 

multimodal interventions seem to be the most 

effective.  

A large number of the programs measured 

sportspersons’ anxiety. A detailed review of these 

interventions showed that self-talk, imagery, and 

relaxation techniques were used the most either in 

isolation or as part of a combination of treatments. 

Multimodal interventions appeared to be the most 

effective in reducing anxiety when these techniques 

were used as part of the program. 

 

III. ISSUES IN INTERVENTION 

RESEARCH 
3.1 LACK OF TREATMENT EFFICACY 

Like any research area, issues are present 

in sport psychology intervention research. Despite 

the positive results, a certain amount of caution 

must be exercised in terms of efficacy. As per APA 

guidelines, only research designs that provide a 

comparison with another group should be evaluated 

at the highest level of empirical support. A large 

number of studies did not conduct randomized or 

controlled experiments. While this does not 

completely disregard the interventions used, it is 

not possible to infer causality. 

The lack of Manipulation checks also 

contributes to the efficacy problem. Vealey (1994) 
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identified the importance of manipulation checks in 

interventions given the subjective nature of how 

people respond to the treatment. Manipulation 

checks supplement the objective outcomes of the 

interventions and are, therefore, needed for greater 

confidence in the treatment effects. In the 

systematic review by Rumbold, Fletcher, and 

Daniels (2015), only six multimodal studies 

conducted follow-up assessments. Without such 

checks, it is difficult to identify which treatments 

have long-term effects and when they subside. 

interventions should be assessed after at least a 

season, or 12 months, for any sustainable behavior 

change to be validly confirmed (Martin et al., 

2005). 

Another problem regarding treatment 

efficacy concerns the environment wherein the 

intervention took place. Interventions conducted in 

laboratory or training settings cannot be considered 

sufficient evidence for providing treatments to 

athletes in competition (Martin et al., 2005). 

Exposure to competitive settings is needed to test 

the likelihood of improved performance and stress 

appraisal in a high-pressure environment. Research 

has also shown that field studies often report better 

results than laboratory settings usually attributed to 

higher motivation (Sheeran P, Webb TL; 2016). 

Therefore, whenever possible psychologists should 

deliver the interventions in a competitive sports 

environment to strengthen the validity of positive 

effects.  

Vealey (1995) emphasized the need for 

utilizing appropriate control groups for reducing 

the influence of placebo effect on the result. 

Lochbaum et al. (2022) in their systematic review 

stated the importance of distinguishing belief 

effects from the proposed mechanism through 

which the intervention should be successful. Where 

researchers report performance improvement, it is 

fundamental to explain the proposed mechanism by 

which performance was enhanced and to test the 

extent to which the improvement can be explained 

by the proposed mechanism(s) (Lochbaum et al., 

2022).  

 

3.2 EFFECT OF MODERATORS  

Early work in sports psychology literature 

was exploratory and did not consider potential 

moderating variables. Duration of activity, type of 

sport, and level of competition are a few examples 

of potential moderators that could influence the 

relationship between treatment and effect. Research 

designs, therefore, need to be sensitive to such 

potential confounds (Lochbaum et al., 2022). 

The competitive level of the athlete is 

important to consider when designing the 

intervention. Stress reduction strategies are found 

to be more appropriate in non-elite and sub-elite 

performers while elite athletes may benefit more 

from techniques that aim to positively impact the 

way stress is appraised (Rumbold, et al.; 2015). In 

the systematic review by Rumbold et al., most 

positive effects were reported in collegiate athletes 

but, 21% of studies did not report the competitive 

level of the athletes. It is also common for 

researchers to select undergraduate athletes out of 

convenience which can restrict the generalization 

of results to the population of primary interest 

(Lochbaum et al., 2022). Researchers should 

publish information regarding this moderator to 

infer which interventions are most effective based 

on the clientele.  

Another significant moderator of program 

effects is the type of intervention used. Multimodal 

interventions require a longer implementation time 

compared to unimodal treatment (Rumbold et al.; 

2015). Therefore, the time taken to administer an 

intervention might influence the effects on stress 

optimization and performance. The component of 

the stress process measured will also affect the 

outcome of the program. 

Another factor is the variables involved in 

learning the intervention techniques. Self-talk, 

imagery, goal setting, etc. require cognitive 

processing, and as such some people will be able to 

learn them faster than others (Cumming, Eaves; 

2018). Also, some athletes are trained in regulation 

strategies such as abdominal breathing, meditation, 

etc. Such athletes when recruited to the research 

will likely produce better results compared to 

novices. Thus, suitable controls need to be 

established when assessing the effects of 

psychological interventions. 

 

 IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON INTERVENTIONS  

The CoVid-19 Pandemic brought global 

competitive sports events to a halt in 2020. Only 

after years of preparation do athletes become ready 

to compete in such events.  The pandemic, 

therefore, caused extreme disappointment and 

distress among athletes and resulted in some major 

psychological challenges such as: 1) how to 

identify themselves, when they were not able to 

compete and earn a living from their sport, 2) 

Staying fit, active and holistically well when forced 

to spend long periods in isolation (Schinke et al; 

2020). 

Psychological flexibility refers to the 

ability to positively adapt to changing situations as 
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they arise (Clemente-Suarez et al.; 2020). A major 

challenge for athletes has been to apply this ability 

throughout 2020. To explain simply, athletes like 

others are prone to stress and anxiety during 

changing times, the majority of them train 

themselves to respond positively to such challenges 

and be solution-focused. From a support personnel 

perspective, how to advise and help these athletes, 

while severe travel restrictions and social 

distancing have remained in place throughout 2020 

has been challenging (Hurley; 2021). The pandemic 

showed the value of sports psychology 

interventions in promoting the emotional well-

being of an athlete.  

Due to the restrictions imposed by the 

pandemic, psychological interventions have been 

delivered more frequently using online 

technologies. This practice was prevalent in 

previous decades even in sports settings with online 

interventions for self-talk, goal-setting, and 

imagery utilized with some success (Lane et al.; 

2019). The pandemic, however, made online 

consulting and interventions a necessity rather than 

an option.  

Bertollo et al (2021) conducted an online 

short psychological intervention (SPI) among 

Italian cyclists. The aim was to improve 

psychological responses through mental health 

literacy intervention and support their ability to 

cope with the effects of confinement and isolation. 

The intervention results showed an improvement in 

the eudaimonic feature of mental health and 

happiness. However, no significant improvements 

were found in the hedonic aspect of well-being and 

social well-being. This could be explained by the 

athlete’s and the program’s inability to change the 

surrounding context. The intervention focused on 

stress and well-being helping individuals to manage 

situations as they happened (secondary) and 

promoting reflections and learning from those 

situations after they have happened (tertiary). Other 

online interventions have also reported varying 

degrees of success in managing the mental well-

being of an athlete (Lasnier and Bush; 2022, 

Meijen et al.; 2021).  

 

IV. CONCLUSION 
Despite the accelerated growth of sports, 

the field of sports psychology is still in its infancy. 

Based on current research on sports psychology 

interventions, psychological tools, and techniques 

do seem to contribute to increased efficiency in 

one’s performance and stress optimization. 

However, there is no doubt that more stringent and 

empirically strong research into the effectiveness of 

various interventions needs to be conducted. A 

historical problem has been the shortage of elite 

athletes in intervention studies which can lead to 

generalizations that are not fully evidence-based. 

The influence of moderators also needs to be 

considered when designing intervention programs. 

The future of sports psychology likely involves 

advanced technologies such as virtual reality and 

biofeedback and a greater focus on individualized 

approaches based on data-driven insights tailored to 

the needs of the athlete and the sport involved. The 

integration of neuroscience and psychology could 

also lead to innovative interventions for improving 

focus and resilience. Covid-19 and its impact on 

mental health raised awareness among the general 

population of the importance of psychological 

interventions. Technological advances have played 

a crucial role in adapting sport psychology 

interventions to the challenges of the pandemic. 

Virtual platforms have become essential for 

delivering counselling and intervention sessions 

without physical proximity. Wearable devices and 

applications that monitor physiological markers, 

sleep patterns and provide biofeedback have been 

used to help athletes manage stress and optimize 

performance even in remote settings.  Online 

delivery of consulting sessions does benefit athletes 

by removing the barrier of location but also comes 

with its challenges. 
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