Exploring the psychological aspects of
sport injury

About this free course
This free course is an adapted extract from the Open University course.
This version of the content may include video, images and interactive content that may not be optimised
for your device.
You can experience this free course as it was originally designed on OpenLearn, the home of free
learning from The Open University – Exploring the psychological aspects of sport injury:
https://www.open.edu/openlearn/health-sports-psychology/exploring-the-psychological-aspects-sport-injury/content-section-0
There you’ll also be able to track your progress via your activity record, which you can use to
demonstrate your learning.
Copyright © 2019 The Open University
Intellectual property
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is released under the terms of the Creative Commons Licence
v4.0 http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/deed.en_GB. Within that The Open University
interprets this licence in the following way:
www.open.edu/openlearn/about-openlearn/frequently-asked-questions-on-openlearn. Copyright and
rights falling outside the terms of the Creative Commons Licence are retained or controlled by The Open
University. Please read the full text before using any of the content.
We believe the primary barrier to accessing high-quality educational experiences is cost, which is why
we aim to publish as much free content as possible under an open licence. If it proves difficult to release
content under our preferred Creative Commons licence (e.g. because we can’t afford or gain the
clearances or find suitable alternatives), we will still release the materials for free under a personal enduser licence.
This is because the learning experience will always be the same high quality offering and that should
always be seen as positive – even if at times the licensing is different to Creative Commons.
When using the content you must attribute us (The Open University) (the OU) and any identified author in
accordance with the terms of the Creative Commons Licence.
The Acknowledgements section is used to list, amongst other things, third party (Proprietary), licensed
content which is not subject to Creative Commons licensing. Proprietary content must be used (retained)
intact and in context to the content at all times.
The Acknowledgements section is also used to bring to your attention any other Special Restrictions
which may apply to the content. For example there may be times when the Creative Commons NonCommercial Sharealike licence does not apply to any of the content even if owned by us (The Open
University). In these instances, unless stated otherwise, the content may be used for personal and noncommercial use.
We have also identified as Proprietary other material included in the content which is not subject to
Creative Commons Licence. These are OU logos, trading names and may extend to certain
photographic and video images and sound recordings and any other material as may be brought to your
attention.
Unauthorised use of any of the content may constitute a breach of the terms and conditions and/or
intellectual property laws.
We reserve the right to alter, amend or bring to an end any terms and conditions provided here without
notice.
All rights falling outside the terms of the Creative Commons licence are retained or controlled by The
Open University.
Head of Intellectual Property, The Open University

2 of 137

Thursday 19 March 2020

Contents
Introduction and guidance

6

Introduction and guidance

6

What is a badged course?
How to get a badge

7
8

Session 1: Sport injury and psychology – what’s the link? 10
Introduction
1 What is sport injury?

10
12

1.1 Sport injury case studies

12

2 Injury and psychology
3 Experiences of sport injury

15
17

3.1 The two aspects of sport injury psychology

18

4 This session’s quiz
5 Summary of Session 1

20
21

Session 2: A holistic approach to sport injury

23

Introduction
1 Sport injury: a biopsychosocial approach
2 The team around the injured person

23
25
27

2.1 The multidisciplinary support team

29

3 Professional boundaries in sport and exercise psychology
4 This session’s quiz
5 Summary of Session 2

32
37
38

Session 3: Can psychological factors increase the risk of
injury?

40

Introduction

40

1 Causes of sport injury
2 Which psychological factors increase injury risk?

3 How can stress increase the risk of injury?
3.1 Other proposed stress-injury mechanisms

4 How can personality increase the risk of injury?
5 This session’s quiz
6 Summary of Session 3

41
42

46
48

49
51
52

Session 4: Psychological interventions to prevent sport injury
54
Introduction
1 Why would psychological interventions work?
3 of 137

54
56
Thursday 19 March 2020

2
3
4
5

What psychological interventions?
Are psychological interventions effective?
This session’s quiz
Summary

57
59
62
63

Session 5: Psychological responses to sport injury

65

Introduction
1 How does sport injury make people feel?

65
67

1.1 Lois and Travis: coping with sport injury

2
3
4
5

Predicting how individuals will respond to sport injury
Applying models of psychological response to sport injury
This session’s quiz
Summary of Session 5

69

72
76
80
81

Session 6: What impact does psychology have on recovery?
83
Introduction
1 Psychology, coping and outcomes
1.1 Lois’s experience
1.2 Travis’s experience

2
3
4
5

Do reactions to injury change over time?
Sport injury-related growth
This session’s quiz
Summary of Session 6

83
84
85
87

90
92
95
96

Session 7: How can imagery, self-talk and relaxation help injury
rehabilitation?
98
Introduction
1 The benefits of sport psychology intervention
2 Imagery in sport injury rehabilitation
3 Self-talk and sport injury rehabilitation
3.1 Self-talk in practice

4 Relaxation techniques and sport injury rehabilitation
4.1 Relaxation in practice

5 This session’s quiz
6 Summary of Session 7

98
100
102
106
107

110
110

113
114

Session 8: How can goal setting and social support help injury
rehabilitation?
116
Introduction
1 Coping with sport injury
2 Goal setting and sport injury rehabilitation
2.1 Effective goal setting

3 Social support in sport injury rehabilitation
4 of 137

116
118
119
120

122
Thursday 19 March 2020

3.1 Social support in practice

4 Reflection: What can you do to support an injured person?
5 This session’s quiz
6 Summary
Where next?
Tell us what you think
References
Further reading
Acknowledgements

5 of 137

123

127
129
130
131
132
132
136
136

Thursday 19 March 2020

Introduction and guidance
Introduction and guidance

Introduction and guidance
Introduction and guidance
This free badged course, Exploring the psychological aspects of sport injury, lasts 24
hours, with 8 ‘sessions’. You can work through the course at your own pace, so if you
have more time one week there is no problem with pushing on to complete a further study
session. The eight sessions are linked to ensure a logical flow through the course.
They are:
1.

Sport injury and psychology – what’s the link?

2.

A holistic approach to sport injury

3.

Can psychological factors increase the risk of injury?

4.

Psychological interventions to prevent sport injury

5.

Psychological responses to sport injury

6.

What impact does psychology have on recovery?

7.

How can imagery, self-talk and relaxation help injury rehabilitation?

8.

How can goal-setting and social support help?

This course will develop your confidence and skills for online study, whether this is to
explore sport and exercise topics or part of your preparation for other study.
You’ll begin in the first two sessions with a general overview of the psychological aspects
of sport injury, drawing on your own experiences and those from case study examples,
before moving onto a more detailed analysis of the two keys areas of the topic:
●

Pre-injury factors: psychological factors that may increase the risk of sport injury
(Sessions 3 and 4)

●

Post-injury factors: psychological responses to sport injury and their potential impact
(Sessions 5-8)

As part of this you will explore psychological techniques that can be used to help minimise
the risk of developing a sport injury and help an individual to cope with sport injury once it
has occurred.
Case studies and audio-visual examples are used to help explain concepts and you’ll get
plenty of opportunities to demonstrate your new understanding and practise your study
skills.
Part of this practice will be the interactive quizzes, of which Sessions 4 and 8 will provide
you with an opportunity to earn a badge to demonstrate your new skills. You can read
more on how to study the course and about badges in the next sections.
After completing this course, you should be able to:
●

identify the psychological factors that may lead to a sport injury
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●

recognise the role sport and exercise psychology intervention can play in the
prevention of injury

●

evaluate psychological responses to sport injury

●

identify psychological interventions that can aid rehabilitation from injury.

Moving around the course
In the ‘Summary’ at the end of each session, you will find a link to the next session. If at
any time you want to return to the start of the course, click on ‘Full course description’.
From here you can navigate to any part of the course.
It’s also good practice, if you access a link from within a course page (including links to the
quizzes), to open it in a new window or tab. That way you can easily return to where
you’ve come from without having to use the back button on your browser.
The Open University would really appreciate a few minutes of your time to tell us about
yourself and your expectations for the course before you begin, in our optional
start-of-course survey. Participation will be completely confidential and we will not pass on
your details to others.

What is a badged course?
While studying Exploring the psychological aspects of sport injury you have the option to
work towards gaining a digital badge.
Badged courses are a key part of The Open University’s mission to promote the
educational well-being of the community. The courses also provide another way of helping
you to progress from informal to formal learning.
Completing a course will require about 24 hours of study time. However, you can study
the course at any time and at a pace to suit you.
Badged courses are available on The Open University’s OpenLearn website and do not
cost anything to study. They differ from Open University courses because you do not
receive support from a tutor, but you do get useful feedback from the interactive quizzes.

What is a badge?
Digital badges are a new way of demonstrating online that you have gained a skill.
Colleges and universities are working with employers and other organisations to develop
open badges that help learners gain recognition for their skills, and support employers to
identify the right candidate for a job.
Badges demonstrate your work and achievement on the course. You can share your
achievement with friends, family and employers, and on social media. Badges are a great
motivation, helping you to reach the end of the course. Gaining a badge often boosts
confidence in the skills and abilities that underpin successful study. So, completing this
course could encourage you to think about taking other courses.
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How to get a badge
Getting a badge is straightforward! Here’s what you have to do:
●

read each session of the course

●

score 50% or more in the two badge quizzes in Session 4 and Session 8

For all the quizzes, you can have three attempts at most of the questions (for true or false
type questions you usually only get one attempt). If you get the answer right first time you
will get more marks than for a correct answer the second or third time. Therefore, please
be aware that for the two badge quizzes it is possible to get all the questions right but not
score 50% and be eligible for the badge on that attempt. If one of your answers is
incorrect you will often receive helpful feedback and suggestions about how to work out
the correct answer.
For the badge quizzes, if you’re not successful in getting 50% the first time, after 24 hours
you can attempt the whole quiz, and come back as many times as you like.
We hope that as many people as possible will gain an Open University badge – so you
should see getting a badge as an opportunity to reflect on what you have learned rather
than as a test.
If you need more guidance on getting a badge and what you can do with it, take a look at
the OpenLearn FAQs. When you gain your badge you will receive an email to notify you
and you will be able to view and manage all your badges in My OpenLearn within 24 hours
of completing the criteria to gain a badge.
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Session 1: Sport injury and
psychology – what’s the link?
Introduction
Being injured and missing the whole athletics season was devastating. I’d
worked so hard and then I had nothing to show for it. I missed training, I missed
my training group, and most importantly I missed being an athlete. I felt empty.
(Lois, sprinter)
I was under a lot stress at work before I got injured and I’m sure that was a
contributing factor to the injury happening. I also found being injured and not
being able to go to the gym so frustrating. It made me very unhappy and my
family and friends became really worried about me.
(Travis, exercise participant)
Have you ever had a sport injury? If so, you are not alone. Injury is a relatively common
occurrence among sport and exercise participants (Peterson and Renstrom, 2016). It is
difficult to obtain accurate information about the exact rates of injury occurrence but an
NHS report suggested that 2.3% of unplanned Accident and Emergency attendances
(388,515 visits) in England were as a result of sport injuries (NHS, 2012). Obviously, this
figure does not take into account the vast number of injuries that do not require
emergency hospital treatment and so the actual figure will be much greater. A study of the
Great Britain 2014 Winter Olympic Team revealed that 39% of the 56-member team
experienced an injury during the 2014 Winter Olympics – an extremely high proportion
over the 18-day period (Palmer-Green and Elliott, 2015).
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Figure 1 Sport injuries are fairly common
Traditionally, the study of sport injury has focused on the physical aspects of injury. More
recently, however, the psychological aspects of sport injury have also been recognised.
As the quotes from Lois and Travis indicate the psychological aspects of injury can be a
significant part of the injury process and return to sport/activity. In this session we will give
a brief overview of the role of psychological factors in sport injury, before exploring these
in more detail in later sessions.
By the end of this session, you should be able to:
●

understand how psychology relates to sport injury

●

recognise that psychological factors can impact at two key points: pre-injury and
post-injury.

The Open University would really appreciate a few minutes of your time to tell us about
yourself and your expectations for the course before you begin, in our optional
start-of-course survey. Participation will be completely confidential and we will not pass on
your details to others.
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1 What is sport injury?
Before you begin to investigate the psychological aspects, let’s first explore more about
sport injury. As its name suggests a sport injury refers to an injury that is sustained during
– or as a result of – sport or physical activity. It is important to note that throughout the
course we use the term ‘sport injury’ to refer to injuries sustained in both sport and
exercise settings. There are various types of sport injury, which can broadly be split into
‘acute’ and ‘chronic’ injuries. The next activity explains what these are.

Activity 1 Types of sport injury
Allow about 15 minutes

Watch Video 1 below and then read the ‘Introduction’ section of the article
Sports Injuries to explore some of the causes and types of sport injury. (You can open
the link in a new tab by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you click the link.)
View at: youtube:UrA43yO3olI
Video 1
Now match each of the terms below with the appropriate definition.
An individual suffers a broken leg as a result of a tackle during a football match
An individual suffers a stress fracture after increasing their mileage
Match each of the items above to an item below.
Acute injury
Chronic injury
Discussion
There are several sport injuries that can be experienced by a sport or exercise
participant, but they can all be classified as either acute or chronic. An acute injury is
one that develops as a result of a sudden impact, whilst a chronic injury develops over
time. Both acute and chronic injuries can be linked with psychological factors as we will
explore in this session and throughout this course.

1.1 Sport injury case studies
If you’ve ever experienced an injury yourself or been close to somebody who has (e.g. an
athlete that you coach or an exercise participant that you train), you will appreciate what it
is like to be injured. You will have the opportunity to draw on any such experiences as you
progress through the course. Additionally, as you explore the psychological aspects of
injury you will be examining the experiences of two case studies – Lois and Travis – who
are introduced below. You will learn more about Lois and Travis as you progress through
the course.
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Case study: Introducing Lois (sprinter)
Lois is a 27-year-old sprinter who competes in the 200m and 400m. After a successful season
last year in which she ran personal bests (PBs) in both of her events Lois was looking forward to
having another successful season this year.
The first part of her winter training went really well, and Lois was feeling stronger than ever before
and very positive about the season ahead. However, after Christmas she started to experience
pain in her left Achilles tendon and eventually ruptured it. She has been told that she will miss the
whole of the athletics season.

Figure 2 Lois (sprinter)

Case study: Introducing Travis (exercise participant)
Travis is a 35-year-old exercise participant. He goes to the gym every day and takes his training
very seriously. He enjoys the buzz he gets from exercising as well as the aesthetic and physical
benefits he derives from exercise. He does not like to miss exercise sessions and has a very
structured exercise regime.
Travis sustained a rotator cuff injury (shoulder) during a weight training session. He has been told
that he will be unable to go to the gym for a few weeks to do any upper body training and will need
to reduce his exercise intensity for a while when he does return.
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Figure 3 Travis (exercise participant)
Now that you’ve met Lois and Travis let’s move on to explore how injury and psychology
are linked.
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2 Injury and psychology
So why are we interested in the psychological aspects of injury? Intuitively we tend to
think of sport injury as a physical experience, but sport injury also has various
psychological aspects. Before you start to investigate the research and theory around the
psychological aspects of sport injury, you’ll first examine your own thoughts on the
potential links.

Activity 2 Early thoughts – psychological aspects of injury
Allow about 10 minutes

If you have suffered from a sport injury in the past, think about some of the thoughts,
feelings and behaviours you experienced before you were injured (antecedents) and
after you were injured (responses). Make a list of these psychological aspects of your
injury experience in the table below.
Text boxes are provided in all activities. You can use these to note down your answers
to the questions. Once you click Save, your answers will be stored and you can return
to them at any point to view or amend your response. Your responses will only be
visible to you. However, if you would prefer to make notes using pen and paper or a
different format you can. We have added one or two examples to help you.
If you haven’t experienced a sport injury yourself, instead try to think of someone you
know who has been injured (e.g. an athlete you coach, an exercise participant, friend,
partner or famous sportsperson). Reflect on how they behaved around the time they
were injured and how they said their injury made them feel at the time.

Table 1 Thoughts feelings and behaviours
Before injury (antecedents)

After injury (responses)

e.g. Anxiety

e.g. Anger

Provide your answer...

Provide your answer...

Discussion
Reflecting on your own experiences (or those around you) is often a good place to start
when identifying the links between injury and psychology. There are no right or wrong
answers to this question as everyone’s experience of injury is slightly different, so
below are just a few examples of aspects you may have identified.
●

Before injury: People tend to find it more difficult to identify the psychological
aspects that are present before an injury than those that occur after injury. You
may have thought about high levels of stress or feelings of fear or anxiety you
were experiencing before an injury occurred – these may have increased your
risk of being injured through changes in focus or technique.

●

After injury: You may have thought about particular feelings that you (or the
person you chose) experienced in response to being injured such as anger or
frustration, or you might have thought about particular behaviours you exhibited
such as poor adherence to your rehabilitation programme.
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2 Injury and psychology

Having looked at your own experiences of sport injury, you will now move on to look at the
experiences of the two case study examples, Lois and Travis.
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3 Experiences of sport injury
While sport injury can have a significant psychological impact on both sport and exercise
participants, their experiences may be slightly different. Therefore, throughout this course
you will be drawing on examples from both sport and exercise. You will begin by exploring
the experiences of one of the case studies, Travis.

Activity 3 Travis’s injury experience
Allow about 10 minutes

In Section 1, you were introduced to our exercise case study Travis. Read the box
below describing Travis’s experience of injury and then answer the question below.
What psychological factors has Travis experienced related to his injury?

Case study: Travis’s exercise injury – psychological factors

I’d been quite stressed at work before I sustained my injury as I’m in the process of bidding for
a very large contract. Normally coming to the gym is my way of relieving stress but I couldn’t
switch off – I just kept thinking about the contract while I was in the weights room on the day I
was injured.
After getting injured I wasn’t allowed to train properly for a few weeks which meant I didn’t
have my normal stress release and it made me feel frustrated and angry. I had all this anger
about being injured and nowhere to direct it. I ended up taking it out on my family – my
husband Trevor took the brunt of it. There were times when I was just so frustrated that I
couldn’t go to the gym that I just wanted to cry.
(Travis, exercise participant)

Discussion
Psychological factors are evident in Travis’s case study both before and after injury.
Before injury he seemed to be experiencing high levels of stress which may have
affected his performance in the gym and possibly contributed to his injury. Following
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the injury, he describes feelings of anger and frustration about not being able to
exercise. If not addressed, these feelings could impact on his recovery from injury.

You can see in the activity you have just completed that injury has had a significant
psychological impact on Travis as a recreational exerciser. In the next activity you will
explore the devastating impact that an injury had on former Olympic heptathlon champion
Jessica Ennis-Hill.

Activity 4 Jessica Ennis-Hill’s injury experience
Allow about 20 minutes

Watch Video 2 below in which you see former heptathlete Jessica Ennis-Hill sustain an
injury just before the 2008 Olympics. Complete the following tasks:
1.

As you watch the video, examine Jessica’s psychological reaction to the news.

2.

How might Travis’s experiences (Activity 3) as an exercise participant differ from
those of a sports participant such as Jessica Ennis-Hill?

View at: youtube:X0YQkXmJq14
Video 2
Discussion
1.

In the video we see Jessica struggling with an ankle injury which causes her to
pull out of a competition ten weeks before the Olympics. It later emerges that this
injury is a stress fracture that will cause her to miss the Olympics where she was a
medal contender. She describes a very emotional reaction where she wanted to
cry and explained that the timing of the injury, so close to the Olympics, intensified
her response.

2.

It is evident from Travis’s and Jessica’s examples that injuries can have a
significant psychological impact on both sport and exercise participants of any
level. However, there may be differences in the experiences of exercise
participants and sports participants due to the effect of competitions. For
example, you saw that Jessica’s reaction was more pronounced because it was
so close to the Olympics and her injury meant that she might not be able to
compete. An exercise participant wouldn’t have this factor. This demonstrates
how psychological reactions to injury can be influenced by factors such as timing.
You will examine some of the factors that can influence reactions to injury in more
depth in Sessions 5 and 6.

3.1 The two aspects of sport injury psychology
The activities you have completed within this session so far have highlighted that the
psychological aspects of sport injury can be split into two broad categories:
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●

psychological factors that may increase an athlete’s risk of developing an injury
(psychological antecedents of injury, or pre-injury), and

●

psychological reactions to sport injury and their impact (post-injury).

Figure 4 Psychological factors are important both pre- and post-injury.
The psychological antecedents of injury and the interventions that can be put in place to
reduce the risk of injury will be examined in detail in Sessions 3 and 4, while psychological
reactions to injury and the interventions that can be used to reduce negative reactions to
injury are discussed in Sessions 5–8.
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4 This session’s quiz
Check what you’ve learned this session by taking the end-of-session quiz.
Session 1 practice quiz
Open the quiz in a new tab or window (by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you
click the link) then come back here when you’ve finished.
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5 Summary of Session 1
This session has provided a brief introduction to the psychological aspects of sport injury,
which we will develop in the sessions that follow. It has demonstrated that while injury is
commonly thought of as a physiological experience, the psychological aspects of injury
are highly important.
The main learning points from this first session are:
●

Sport injury is a fairly common occurrence in sport and exercise settings.

●

Sport injury has a psychological component as well as a physiological component.

●

The psychological aspects of sport injury can broadly be split into two categories:
a.

Psychological factors that may increase an athlete’s risk of developing an injury

b.

Psychological reactions to sport injury.

In the next session, you will examine the team around the injured person and explore the
importance of a holistic and multidisciplinary approach to their support.
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Session 2: A holistic
approach to sport injury
Introduction
As you explored in the previous session, sport injury is not an exclusively physical
experience – it also has a psychological component and psychological factors can
influence both injury risk and injury outcomes. Similarly, sport injury doesn’t just affect the
injured person – there are several people around them that can also be affected. These
might be professionals in charge of supporting the individual or they may be family, friends
or team mates.

Figure 1 The people around the injured athlete are important
In this session you will explore the team around the injured person and how they can work
together to prevent injury and/or ensure that the individual progresses smoothly through
their injury experience. In doing this, you will explore the biopsychosocial approach to
sport injury and consider the roles of those around the injured athlete or exercise
participant.
By the end of this session, you should be able to:
●

understand the biopsychosocial approach to sport injury

●

recognise the importance of multidisciplinary teams in supporting the injured person

●

be aware of professional boundaries in providing sport psychology support.
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1 Sport injury: a biopsychosocial approach
As understanding of the psychological aspects of sport injury has grown there has been a
move in sports medicine towards the adoption of a biopsychosocial approach to treating
and preventing sport injury. As its name indicates the biopsychosocial approach suggests
that when dealing with sport injury the complex interaction between biological,
psychological and social factors should be considered (Walker and Heaney, 2013).
This approach differs from the more traditional biomedical model which only recognises
the influences of biological factors (Brewer and Redmond, 2017; Green, Jackson and
Klaber Moffett, 2008). It has been suggested that the adoption of a biopsychosocial
approach by sports medicine professionals can have a positive impact on the injured
person through increases in factors such as patient satisfaction, empowerment and pain
management (Heaney, Green, Rostron and Walker, 2012).

Figure 2 A biopsychosocial approach involves the interaction of biological, psychological
and sociological factors
In line with the two psychological aspects of sport injury identified in Session 1 –
psychological antecedents to injury and psychological responses to injury – Brewer and
Redmond (2017) suggest that the biopsychosocial approach has two key implications on
our understanding of sport injury:
1.

Injury occurrence is influenced by interactions between biological, psychological and
social factors, and

2.

Injury can impact a person physically, psychologically and socially.

You will explore this further in the next activity.
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Activity 1 Sport injury and the biopsychosocial approach
Allow about 10 minutes

Make a list of some of the biological, psychological and social factors that you think
might influence sport injury. These can be factors that influence either before an injury
has occurred (factors that might make a sport injury more or less likely) or after an
injury has occurred. Some examples have been added to help you.

Biological

Psychological

Social

e.g. Diet

e.g. Stress

e.g. Peer pressure

Provide your answer...

Provide your answer...

Provide your answer...

Discussion
There are various factors that you might have identified under each of the three
headings. Biological factors might include things such as diet, hydration or illness. For
example, being dehydrated or having a cold may make you more prone to injury.
Psychological factors might include those you identified in Activities 2–4 in Session 1
such as stress, fear or anxiety, which could contribute to the development of an injury
or influence your response to injury. Social factors could include things like peer
pressure or social support. For example, peer pressure from team mates could
encourage an individual to engage in ‘risky’ behaviour that might lead to a sport injury.
The important thing to remember about the biopsychosocial approach is that it is not
looking at these factors in isolation, but in a holistic way. It suggests that sport injury
can be influenced by the interaction of biological, psychological and social factors.
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2 The team around the injured person
The biopsychosocial approach suggests that those around the injured athlete or exercise
participant need to consider the impact of biological, psychological and social factors on
the individual, but who exactly are these people? When someone suffers from a sport
injury there are potentially a myriad of people who can support and influence the injured
person. In the next activity you will try to identify who some of these people are.

Activity 2 The people around the injured athlete/exercise participant
Allow about 15 minutes

1.

Make a list of all the people you think might be involved in supporting an injured
athlete or an exercise participant in some way. These can be people in formal or
informal roles. Try to think beyond just sports medicine professionals.
If you have experienced an injury yourself or are familiar with someone who has
experienced an injury, you may find it useful to reflect on who supported you (or
them) during the injury. Or you might identify who didn’t support you that you think
should have.

2.

Pick three of the people in your list and try to describe the type of support they
provide to the injured person.
1.
2.

Discussion
1.

There are a wide range of people who can support the injured athlete. The most
obvious of these are sports medicine professionals such as physiotherapists,
sports therapists and surgeons. Clement and Arvinen-Barrow (2013) call these
people the ‘primary rehabilitation team’ (Figure 3). In addition to these people
there are various other individuals who might support the injured person in
different ways who can be termed the ‘secondary rehabilitation team’ (Clement
and Arvinen-Barrow, 2013). The people that make up this secondary team will
vary from individual to individual, but can include professionals such as coaches,
instructors and sport psychologists, and people in non-professional roles such as
family members, team mates and friends. Figure 3 gives more examples of
people who might fit into this category.
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Figure 3 Who supports the injured athlete/exercise participant? (Clement and ArvinenBarrow, 2013)
2.

We asked our case study Lois to describe the support she gets from three of the
people on her list and this is what she said:

Case study: Lois’s support

Three key people on my list are my physio, my sport psychologist and my boyfriend, Dave.
My physio gives the kind of traditional sport injury support in that she treats the physical
aspect of my injury, but she also motivates me to get through the rehab sessions which can
sometimes be quite painful.
My sport psychologist, Amir, helps with the more emotional side of the injury and he also talks
to my physio so that they can support me together which is really useful. Finally, my boyfriend
is probably one of my biggest sources of support as he’s with me every day and sees my
highs and lows and knows what to say to pick me up when I’m feeling down.
(Lois, sprinter)
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The activity you’ve just completed shows how different people can provide support to the
injured person. Next you’ll explore this further as you examine the multidisciplinary
support team.

2.1 The multidisciplinary support team
As you identified in Activity 2 there are potentially a wide range of people that can support
the injured athlete/exercise participant. In an ideal world these people should work
together to support the injured person in what is known as a multidisciplinary support
team. Such a team may be more accessible to some than others. For example, a
competitive athlete is perhaps more likely to have access to various professionals such as
psychologists, physiologists, nutritionists and biomechanists, than an exercise participant
would – particularly if they are part of a professional sports club or an elite athlete in a
National Lottery funded sport.
It has been suggested that these multidisciplinary teams help injured athletes/exercise
participants to access services that will enhance their rehabilitation from injury and
facilitate a holistic treatment plan that uses a biopsychosocial approach (Clement and
Arvinen-Barrow, 2013).

Activity 3 How do multidisciplinary teams work successfully?
Allow about 20 minutes

Read about the treatment that Lois is having for her injury and answer the questions
that follow.

Case study: Lois’s multidisciplinary team

Lois is having her Achilles tendon injury treated at a sports medicine clinic that is using a
multidisciplinary team to support her. At the clinic she is working with a physiotherapist, a
sports massage therapist, a sport and exercise psychologist, and a nutritionist. She is also
receiving informal support outside the clinic from both her boyfriend Dave and her coach.
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1.

What are the benefits of Lois having this multidisciplinary support team?

2.

What might be some of the challenges of having a support team of this size and
how can these be overcome?

3.

Think about any current or future role you hold in sport and fitness (e.g. coach,
instructor, athlete or sports therapist) and consider what your specific role would
be as part of a multidisciplinary team supporting someone with an injury?
Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

The main benefit of Lois having a multidisciplinary support team is that it allows
for her injury to be treated in a holistic way considering various aspects that might
be contributing to the development and recovery of the injury. This facilitates a
biopsychosocial approach which considers more than just the physical aspects of
injury.

2.

The biggest potential challenge is communication. It is important that a
multidisciplinary team works effectively together and communicates well. Failure
to do this could result in the injured person receiving conflicting messages and
cause confusion. Competing demands from the different people involved also
need to be managed. For Lois’s support team to work effectively they should have
clearly defined roles and boundaries within the team and ensure that channels of
communication are open (e.g. regular team meetings).

3.

Reflecting on your potential role in a multidisciplinary team is really useful in
developing a holistic or biopsychosocial approach to sport injury. A key area to
think about is your professional boundaries – i.e. what are you and what aren’t
you qualified to do? In the next section we will explore this more in relation to
sport psychology support.

Figure 4 below illustrates all of the different relationships and communications that might
need to be managed within a multidisciplinary team.
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Figure 4 Communication channels within a multidisciplinary team (Clement and ArvinenBarrow, 2013)
With such a wide range of people potentially supporting the injured person it is important
that everyone is aware of their professional boundaries, which is what you will explore
next.
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3 Professional boundaries in sport and
exercise psychology
In this course you are specifically interested in examining the psychological aspects of
sport injury. Therefore, as you explore the roles that different people take on within a
multidisciplinary support team it is important that you address the question of whose role it
is to provide sport and exercise psychology support to the injured person. This may seem
a simple question at first, but as you start to examine the case study with Travis’s
experience you will see that it is not quite as straightforward as it first appears.

Activity 4 Whose role is it to provide sport and exercise psychology
support?
Allow about 20 minutes

In this activity you will meet Lydia, a physiotherapist, who is helping Travis with his
treatment, and Wilma, Lois’s coach.
1. Read the paragraph below about Travis and decide how his physiotherapist Lydia
should proceed.

Case study: The role of Travis’s physiotherapist
Travis is currently undergoing treatment for his rotator cuff injury with a local physiotherapist,
Lydia. Lydia has recently read a paper about the psychological aspects of injury and is
concerned that Travis isn’t coping with his injury very well. She feels that he would benefit
from using some sport and exercise psychology interventions such as imagery and relaxation
techniques.
Other than Lydia and his personal trainer, Travis isn’t being supported by any other
professionals. The clinic Lydia works at doesn’t employ a sport and exercise psychologist and
Lydia is unsure whether she should talk to Travis about how he’s feeling and recommend
some psychological techniques for him to try.
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Figure 5 Travis’s physiotherapist, Lydia

Provide your answer...

2. If you hold a role in sport and fitness (e.g. coach or instructor) think about how you
would deal with an injured athlete/exercise participant who you feel is not coping very
well with sport injury and would benefit from sport and exercise psychology support.
What do you think your role would be in the process? How would you support the
injured person? What would you do?
If you don’t hold such a role, try to imagine what Lois’s coach Wilma would do.
Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

Sport and exercise psychology support should be provided by a qualified sport
and exercise psychologist. In the UK only those registered with the Health and
Care Professions Council (HCPC) are legally allowed to use the title ‘sport and
exercise psychologist’. You can check whether a sport and exercise psychologist
is registered through the ‘check the register’ section of the HCPC website. That
doesn’t mean that other people such as coaches, instructors and sports
therapists can’t integrate an awareness of sport and exercise psychology into
their practice, however.
Lydia’s dilemma indicates the difficulties that some practitioners face in identifying
where the professional boundaries lie with regard to sport and exercise
psychology. Lydia has rightly identified that sport and exercise psychology
support is an important part of the injured person’s rehabilitation programme and
in line with the biopsychosocial approach she is taking a holistic approach to
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treating Travis. She is, however, not qualified to prescribe psychological
strategies to aid his rehabilitation and should avoid doing so. She should refer him
to a sport and exercise psychologist to do that.
As a physiotherapist working in sport it would be beneficial for her to develop links
with a local sport and exercise psychologist (Heaney et al., 2015). Whilst Lydia is
not qualified to deliver sport and exercise psychology support to Travis she can
still deliver what Heaney (2006) terms ‘frontline’ psychological support, which
could involve social support e.g. listening to Travis talk about how the injury is
making him feel.
2.

Here’s what Lois’s coach Wilma had to say:

Case study: The perspective of Lois’s coach Wilma
When Lois first got injured I could see that she was struggling to cope. She was saying lots of
negative things about her future in athletics and I could see that becoming a barrier to her
recovery. I saw my role as trying to be positive about the injury and to motivate her. I felt it was
really important for her to talk to a sport psychologist, so I encouraged her to do so because I’m
not an expert in that area.
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Figure 6 Lois’s coach, Wilma
I was really pleased that the sport psychologist wanted to talk to me because then we could work
together to support her – I was able to reinforce the things he was doing with her and vice versa. I
think I learned as much from him as Lois did! I have a really close relationship with Lois as I’ve
coached her for seven years and she looks to me for support and guidance, so my job is to listen
to her and offer her support and to let her know that I still value her. To keep her motivated I get her
to come to the track to do her rehab exercises at the same time that the rest of my group train –
that way she still feels part of the group. I also encourage my other athletes to talk to her about
how she’s feeling since some of them have been through injuries before so understand what she’s
going through.
(Wilma, Lois’s coach)

Wilma’s comments emphasise the important role that coaches and others play in
providing social support to the injured person, something you will explore later in the
course.
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4 This session’s quiz
Check what you’ve learned this week by taking the end-of-session quiz.
Session 2 practice quiz
Open the quiz in a new tab or window (by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you
click the link) then come back here when you’ve finished.
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5 Summary of Session 2
This session has explored a holistic approach to preventing and treating sport injury. In
doing that you have examined the biopsychosocial approach, multidisciplinary support
teams, and professional boundaries.
The main learning points from this session are:
●

The biopsychosocial approach suggests that when dealing with sport injury you
should consider the interaction between biological, psychological and social factors.

●

Several people can be involved in supporting the injured athlete including the
physiotherapist, coach, instructor, sports therapist, partner, family, friends and team
mates.

●

Ideally an injured person should be supported by a multidisciplinary team.

●

Whilst it is important for all those involved in supporting the injured person to have an
awareness of sport and exercise psychology, it is important that they are aware of
their professional boundaries.

In the next session, you will explore the psychological factors that may increase an
individual’s risk of developing a sport injury.
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Session 3: Can
psychological factors
increase the risk of injury?
Introduction
In the previous sessions you have identified that the psychological aspects of sport injury
can be split into two components:
1.

Psychological factors that can increase the risk of developing an injury, and

2.

Psychological reactions to injury.

In the next two sessions you will focus on psychological factors that can increase the risk
of developing a sport injury. In this session you will look at what these factors are and how
they can increase the risk of injury, and in Session 4 you will look at how the risk of injury
from these factors can be reduced. The following video explains more, featuring Caroline
Heaney who is the author of this course.
Video content is not available in this format.
Video 1
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By the end of this session, you should be able to:
●

understand how psychological factors might predispose an athlete to injury

●

explore the link between stress and injury

●

explore the link between personality and injury.

1 Causes of sport injury
Sport injuries can be caused by a wide variety of factors. These factors can be grouped
into four main areas: physical, environmental, socio-cultural and psychological (WieseBjornstal and Shaffer, 1999) as illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1 Causes of sport injury (Wiese-Bjornstal and Shaffer, 1999)
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Physical and environmental factors are perhaps more obviously associated with injury, but
the links between socio-cultural and psychological factors and injury are less obvious.
Socio-cultural factors relate to the culture and attitudes that are often adopted within sport
that could encourage the development of a sport injury. Some examples of the attitudes
that could increase the risk of injury include: the belief that pain tolerance demonstrates
strength and toughness, an acceptance that pain and injury are part of sport (‘no pain, no
gain’), and an unwillingness to seek medical treatment for fear of appearing weak (WieseBjornstal and Shaffer, 1999).
Meeuwise et al. (2007) suggest that the risk factors for developing an injury can be split
into intrinsic risk factors and extrinsic risk factors:
●

Intrinsic risk factors are those that are internal or personal to the individual and can
include physical variables (such as age, strength, flexibility, and previous injury) and
psychological variables (such as self-concept and personality) (Brewer and
Redmond, 2017).

●

Extrinsic risk factors are those external to the individual and can include sport-related
variables (such as type of sport, rules, opponent/team mate behaviour), equipment
and weather conditions (Brewer and Redmond, 2017).

Next you’ll look at psychological factors in more detail.

2 Which psychological factors increase injury risk?
In the previous section you identified that there are various factors that can increase the
risk of developing a sport injury, including psychological factors. In this section you will
begin to explore what these psychological factors are and how they can potentially
increase the risk of injury. There are two main psychological factors that have been
identified as potential antecedents of sport injury – stress and personality. These both
feature in a key model in this field – the Stress and Injury model (Williams and
Andersen, 1998).
The Stress and Injury model (Figure 2) can be used to explain how psychological factors
increase the risk of sport injury. When exposed to a potentially stressful situation the
individual’s stress response will dictate whether or not an injury occurs. This stress
response is influenced by three key things – personality, history of stressors and coping
resources – and can be mediated through the use of interventions.
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Figure 2 The Stress and Injury model (Williams and Andersen, 1998)
The next activity will help you to understand the model and its application.

Activity 1 Applying the Stress and Injury model
Allow about 35 minutes

Watch Video 2 in which Lesley Podlog, a key researcher in the psychological aspects
of sport injury, describes the components of the Stress and Injury model.
Video content is not available in this format.
Video 2

Now read the next instalment of Travis’s case study in the box below and try to apply
the model to Travis. Alternatively, you may prefer to apply the model to yourself or
someone you know who has experienced sport injury.
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Case study: Applying the Stress and Injury model to Travis’s injury

In the weeks leading up to his injury Travis had been under a lot of pressure at work as he had
been promoted into a new role and was in charge of bidding for a new contract for his
company. This led him to feel very stressed and he didn’t feel that he was coping very well
with the stress of his new job role. Travis has always found it difficult to cope with high
pressure situations. He has been finding it hard to switch off from work and was consequently
feeling very tense. He had been experiencing muscle tension in his shoulders and had been
short tempered at home in the days leading up to his injury.
He came to the gym following an argument with his husband Trevor on the day that he
sustained his rotator cuff injury during a heavy weight lifting session. When talking to his
physiotherapist Lydia, he said that he had been quite distracted thinking about both the
argument and the contract he was bidding on at work (the main source of his work-related
stress). He felt that this caused him to use poor technique when lifting the bar which may have
led to the injury.

Discussion
If you apply the Stress and Injury model to Travis’s case study, you can see that
Travis’s new job and being in charge of bidding for a new contract at work is a
potentially stressful situation that Travis has cognitively appraised as being
stressful. This appraisal has caused attentional changes (Travis was distracted when
lifting weights as a result of thinking about the argument and the contract) and
physiological changes (muscle tension in his shoulders) that could have led to his
injury.
As the model shows, Travis’s cognitive appraisal and stress response has been
influenced by personality factors (it seems that Travis is prone to finding it difficult to
cope with high pressure situations), history of stressors (e.g. the change in job,
argument with his husband) and a perceived lack of coping resources (he doesn’t
feel he was coping well with the stress of his new job). The model suggests that
interventions (strategies or techniques to help him manage stress) may have reduced
his risk of developing an injury. As Travis didn’t use any such interventions the injury
was more likely to occur. You will explore interventions to help reduce injury in
Session 4.
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Having explored the Stress and Injury model, you’ll now examine some of the
mechanisms to explain how stress can lead to injury.
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3 How can stress increase the risk of
injury?
You have seen that stress can be a significant predictor of sport injury, but how exactly
can stress lead to a sport injury?
In this section you will explore some of the mechanisms proposed to explain this
relationship. The core of the Stress and Injury model (Figure 3) that you explored in the
previous section indicates that physiological/attentional responses are responsible. More
specifically, three key mechanisms were proposed by Andersen and Williams (1988) in
the original version of the model:
●

distraction

●

attention narrowing, and

●

muscle tension.

These are explained in the table below.

Table 1 Mechanisms of how stress can increase the risk of injury
Distraction

Attention narrowing

Muscle tension

‘I was so preoccupied by the
argument I’d had with my
husband before I went to the
gym that I just wasn’t
concentrating on lifting
properly.’ (Travis)

‘I was so stressed that I wasn’t
focusing on what was going on
around me and I just didn’t see
the tackle coming.’ (Nala,
rugby player)

‘I was so stressed that I had a
lot of tightness and tension
around my shoulders when I
walked into the gym that day.’
(Travis)

This mechanism suggests that
when people are stressed they
fail to pay attention to vital
cues (e.g. the position of other
players) in the sport or fitness
environment around them.
This can lead to injury when a
missed cue leads to an event
such as a mis-step (Brewer
and Redmond, 2017).

Stress can lead to narrowing
of the peripheral field of vision.
This means that individuals
may miss vital cues in their
periphery which can increase
the risk of injury (e.g. an
incoming tackle) (Andersen
and Williams, 1988).

It is suggested that stress can
lead to the somatic
(i.e. physiological) response of
muscle tension which
interferes with flexibility, coordination and fluidity of
movement thus increasing the
risk of injury (Brewer and
Redmond, 2017). This
inefficient movement may also
lead to greater perceptions of
fatigue which could also
increase the risk of injury.

The next activity explores these mechanisms and the links between stress and injury.

Activity 2 Stress and injury: a sports therapist’s story
Allow about 30 minutes

Watch Video 3 below in which Dale Forsdyke discusses his experiences of working
with injured sport and exercise participants as a sports therapist. Dale has worked as a
sports therapist for over 10 years, predominantly working in football. He currently
works Head of Science and Medicine at York City Tier 1 Regional Talent Club. In
addition to his role as a sports therapist Dale also works as a university lecturer.
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As you watch the video, answer the following questions.
1.

Dale discusses how stress can be a risk factor for developing a sport injury. What
are some of the sources of stress experienced by the players he works with?

2.

How can the stress experienced by athletes lead to an injury?

3.

What strategies does Dale put in place to try and reduce the risk of injury in the
players he works with?

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 3

Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

Dale mentions that the cause of injury is often multifactorial, which means that
they can be caused by a multitude of factors, and psychological factors such as
having a lot of stress is one of those factors. Stress can come from inside or
outside of sport. As the players he works with are quite young exam stress is one
of the main sources of stress experienced outside of sport. Examples of sources
of stress within sport that Dale mentions include concerns around selection and
exiting the programme (transition into the next phase of their football career).

2.

Dale discusses seeing examples of all three mechanisms you looked at in Table 1
– distraction, attention narrowing and muscle tension. He also mentions other
mechanism such as sleep disturbance which you will look at in the next section.

3.

Dale discusses three strategies that they put in place to minimise the risk of injury
at his club:
○
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○

Psychological skills training – the players are taught psychological skills to
help them cope with stress. Dale refers to the Football Association’s (FAs) 5
Cs framework which highlights 5 important skills players need to develop –
confidence, control, commitment, concentration and communication. You
can find out more about this model here. You will look at psychological skills
training in more detail in Sessions 4, 7 and 8.

○

Preparing athletes for return to sport – the staff work to ensure that players
are mentally ready to return to sport (e.g. confident, low anxiety level) as this
can reduce the risk of re-injury.

In Video 3 Dale suggested that there are other mechanisms beyond distraction, attention
narrowing and muscle tension that may explain how stress can lead to injury. Some of
these are explored next.

3.1 Other proposed stress-injury mechanisms
In addition to distraction, attention narrowing and muscle tension, other mechanisms have
also been proposed to explain how stress can lead to sport injury, including:
immunosuppression, disrupted tissue repair, sleep disturbance and altered self-care
(Petrie and Perna, 2004). These are summarised in Table 2 below.
As you will see, some of these factors are linked to each other as well as to the
mechanisms of distraction, attention narrowing and muscle tension discussed earlier. For
example, sleep disturbance may lead to distraction. It is important to recognise that in
practice it might be multiple mechanisms acting together that lead to the development of a
sport injury.

Table 2 Other stress-injury mechanisms (adapted from Brewer and
Redmond, 2017, pp. 35–36)
Immunosuppression

Disrupted tissue
repair

Sleep disturbance

Altered self-care

Chronic (long-term)
stress has been linked
to suppression
(reduced functioning)
of the immune system
which can increase
injury risk.

Stress can increase
the secretion of the
hormone cortisol
which can inhibit
processes involved in
healing muscle and
other body tissues.

Stress can interfere
with the quality and
duration of sleep. This
can lead to factors
that might cause an
injury such as
reduced reaction
time, increased
aggression, reduced
concentration,
distraction, or
impaired decisionmaking.

Stress can cause an
individual to take less
care of themselves.
As a result, they may
fail to engage in
activities that help
prevent injury such as
healthy eating,
hydration or adequate
warm-up.

In Section 2 of this session it was suggested that there are two main psychological factors
that increase the risk of injury – stress and personality. Having looked at stress, next you’ll
look at the links between personality and injury.
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4 How can personality increase the risk of
injury?
Most research exploring the effect of psychological factors on injury risk has examined the
relationship between stress and injury. However, much research has also been
undertaken examining the link between personality and injury.

Figure 3 Personality can influence our risk of injury
As you saw in Section 2, personality is also a component of the Stress and Injury model
(Figure 2) where it is suggested that personality factors (e.g. competitive trait anxiety) can
be a moderator of the stress response, influencing for example how likely someone is to
perceive (cognitively appraise) a situation as stressful. These personality characteristics
can be split into:
●

positive personality traits – traits that allow the individual to perceive a situation as
challenging rather than threatening, thus resulting in a lower stress response and
lower risk of injury, and

●

negative personality traits – traits that lead an individual to perceive a situation as
threatening, thus resulting in a higher stress response and higher risk of injury
(Appaneal and Habif, 2013).

A wide range of personality characteristics have been investigated as being linked to sport
injury risk. In their review of forty-five research studies, Appaneal and Habif (2013)
identified more than twenty personality characteristics but suggest that three have
received the most attention – anxiety, locus of control and mental/emotional states. You
will explore these in the next activity.
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Activity 3 Personality characteristics and sport injury
Allow about 20 minutes

Read the extract from Appaneal and Habif (2013) below which explores the three
personality characteristics that have received the most research attention, and then
answer the questions that follow.
Psychological antecedents to sport injury (Appaneal and Habif 2013)
1.

What is competitive trait anxiety and how does it link to sport injury? Why do you
think this might be?

2.

What is ‘locus of control’ and how strong is its relationship with sport injury?

3.

What is the relationship between mood and injury risk?
Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

Competitive trait anxiety is where an individual has a tendency to perceive
competitive situations (e.g. sport competition) as threatening and respond with
stress and anxiety. Unsurprisingly, the research suggests that those with higher
levels are at greater risk of injury, but why is that the case? If you are anxious
about competition you are likely to have a stronger stress response and increase
your risk of injury. Additionally, as outlined in the extract, factors such as poor
sleep and nutrition as a result of anxiety may inhibit sport performance and lead to
an injury.

2.

‘Locus of control’ is the individual’s perception of who or what is responsible for
what happens to them (internal or external factors). It is hypothesised that those
with a higher internal locus of control (i.e. someone who believes that they, rather
than external forces, are responsible for outcomes they experience) were more
likely to suffer an injury. However, the evidence for this is limited with only two out
of the nine studies Appaneal and Habif (2013) reviewed supporting this.

3.

People who exhibit negative mood states such as anger appear more likely to
develop a sport injury. Perhaps being angry leads to changes in behaviour
(e.g. going in for hard tackles) that increase the risk of injury.
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5 This session’s quiz
Check what you’ve learned this session by taking the end-of-session quiz.
Session 3 practice quiz
Open the quiz in a new tab or window (by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you
click the link) then come back here when you’ve finished.
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6 Summary of Session 3
In this session you have explored some of the psychological factors that may increase an
individual’s risk of developing a sport injury.
The main learning points from this session are:
●

Injuries can be caused by physical, environmental, socio-cultural and psychological
factors.

●

Stress and personality are the two main psychological factors that have been
investigated.

●

The Stress and Injury model (Williams and Andersen, 1998) explains the links
between stress, personality and injury.

●

Stress can potentially increase the risk of injury by various mechanisms such as
distraction, attention narrowing, muscle tension, immunosuppression and sleep
disturbance.

●

Personality factors such as competitive trait anxiety and negative mood may
increase the risk of injury.

In the next session, you will examine some of the psychological interventions that could
be used to reduce the risk of developing a sport injury.
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Session 4: Psychological
interventions to prevent sport
injury
Introduction
I really feel that the strategies my sport psychologist taught me will help me to
cope better with the stresses of being a competitive athlete.
(Lois, sprinter)
As you saw in the previous session, psychological factors such as stress can increase an
individual’s risk of developing a sport injury. In this session you will consider whether
interventions that address these psychological factors can reduce the risk of sport injury.
In this course we are using the term ‘psychological interventions’ to describe the
psychological techniques and strategies that an individual can use.

Figure 1 Interventions for injury
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You will be looking at psychological interventions again in Sessions 7 and 8 when we
explore their use in the treatment of injury, but this session is focused purely on their use
in the prevention of injury.
By the end of this session, you should be able to:
●

explore some of the psychological interventions that may help to reduce the risk of
sport injury

●

consider the effectiveness of psychological interventions to reduce injury risk.
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1 Why would psychological interventions
work?
You begin your investigation of psychological interventions to prevent or reduce the risk of
sport injury by reflecting back on what you have learned so far and considering how and
why psychological interventions might work.

Activity 1 Psychological interventions to reduce the risk of injury
Allow about 15 minutes

Think back to Session 3 of this course and the psychological factors that may increase
the risk of injury (e.g. stress and personality). Then identify how psychological
interventions could potentially address these factors and reduce the risk of injury.
Provide your answer...

Discussion
As you saw in Session 3, those with greater levels of stress are at higher risk of
developing a sport injury. Therefore, it is intuitive to think that stress management
strategies aimed at helping the individual to control their stress levels would reduce
their risk of injury. Research evidence supports this (Gledhill, Forsdyke and
Murray, 2018) as you will examine later in this session. The Stress and Injury model
(Williams and Andersen, 1998) (Figure 2 of Session 3) identifies ‘coping resources’ as
mediating the stress response. Coping resources can be defined as ‘behaviours and
social networks that help the individual deal with the problems, joys, disappointments
and stresses of life’ (Andersen and Williams, 1988, p. 302).
Stress management strategies can therefore be thought of as a coping resource. Such
strategies can work by either:
1.

changing the perception of an event (i.e. not perceiving an event as stressful), or

2.

by buffering the effects of a stressful event (i.e. minimising the symptoms of
stress).

You will examine a range of stress management strategies in the next section.
As distraction and attention narrowing are two proposed mechanisms for how stress
can lead to an injury you may also have thought that psychological techniques aimed
at improving concentration could be beneficial. Concentration training may improve the
individual’s focus and prevent them from being distracted and missing important cues.
There is debate around whether personality traits (characteristics) can be changed,
but stress management strategies may also help to reduce the characteristics such as
anxiety and anger that you looked at in Session 3.
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2 What psychological interventions?
A wide range of psychological interventions has been used to reduce the risk of injury
(Brewer and Redmond, 2017), including those summarised in interactive Figure 2 below.

Interactive content is not available in this format.
Interactive Figure 2 Psychological interventions to reduce the risk of injury

The exact techniques that a sport and exercise psychologist would recommend would
depend on the individual’s needs as Amir demonstrates in the quote below.
I would always recommend psychological interventions on an individual basis.
What’s right for one person isn’t necessarily right for the next person. I like to
find out about the individual and conduct a kind of needs analysis first. When
prescribing stress management strategies, I often try to match the type of
symptoms with the intervention. For example, if the individual is experiencing
somatic or physical symptoms such as muscle tension then I might prescribe a
physically based intervention like controlled breathing. Likewise, if the
individual is experiencing cognitive or psychological symptoms like negative
thoughts, I might prescribe a more cognitive intervention like functional selftalk. Often though it’s not as simple as that and people experience a
combination of symptoms.
(Amir, sport and exercise psychologist)
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Figure 3 Amir, sport and exercise psychologist
You will learn more about some of the psychological interventions that could potentially be
used to reduce the risk of sport injury as you progress through this session. As discussed
in Session 2 it is important to remind you about professional boundaries and that some
psychological interventions should only be prescribed by an HCPC-registered sport and
exercise psychologist (in the UK).
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3 Are psychological interventions
effective?
Various studies have indicated that psychological interventions are effective in reducing
the risk of sport injury. For example:
●

In their systematic review of psychological interventions to reduce sport injury
Gledhill et al. (2018) reviewed thirteen papers and found that 93% reported a
reduction in injury rates. These studies predominantly involved stress management
related interventions and used the Stress and Injury model as a framework.

●

Similarly, a meta-analysis (a study which statistically combines the results from
multiple research studies) of fifteen studies by Tranaeus et al. (2015) concluded that
psychological interventions have a large effect on injury reduction.

●

A further meta-analysis by Ivarsson et al. (2017) revealed decreased rates of injury in
the treatment groups (those who used interventions) compared to the control groups
(those who didn’t use interventions) in the seven injury prevention studies they
examined.

In the next activity you will explore one particular study in more detail by reading the box
below.

Box 1 Research: The effectiveness of a stress management
intervention
Purpose:
To measure the effectiveness of a three-month stress management programme designed
to reduce the incidence of sport injury.
Participants:
63 male youth football players aged 17–19 years from four Spanish national youth league
teams. 35 of these participated in a stress management programme (intervention group)
and 28 did not (control group).
Stress management programme intervention:
The stress management programme was designed to teach the players to cope with stress.
It required the players to attend a weekly one-hour session for three months and included
the following modules:

linking thoughts and emotions
progressive muscle relaxation, breathing, imagery, passive and differential muscle
relaxation
self-instructional and attention-focus training
stress inoculation training
It was based on a method called Stress Inoculation Therapy (SIT) which aims to teach
people about stress and how to manage it. SIT aims to progressively expose the individual
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to stressful situations, gradually ‘inoculating’ the events that might trigger a stress response
in order to increase the participant’s ‘resistance’ to stress.
Findings:
The average number of sport injuries experienced per month was recorded before and after
the stress management programme intervention. Before the intervention the number of
injuries was similar for the intervention and control groups, but following the stress
management programme the intervention group experienced significantly fewer injuries
than the control group.
(Olmedilla-Zafra et al., 2017)

Activity 2 An injury prevention programme
Allow about 45 minutes

Read Box 1 which outlines a study undertaken by Olmedilla-Zafra et al. (2017)
examining the effectiveness of a stress management intervention on injury prevention
in football (soccer) players. Then complete the following tasks:
1.

Visit the Athletes Connected – Skills and Strategies webpage and find out more
about one of the following techniques included in the stress management
programme:
Progressive muscle relaxation (also known as muscle relaxation)
Breathing strategies
Imagery (also known as visualisation).

2.

Reflect on whether you think our case study Travis, who was experiencing a lot of
stress before his injury (see Activity 1 of Session 3), would have benefited from
using a stress management package such as this and why.
Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

Progressive muscle relaxation (PMR), breathing techniques and imagery are all
examples of techniques that have been used to increase relaxation and reduce
stress. The Athletes Connected page will have shown you some practical
examples of your chosen technique.
All of these techniques have received research support for use in the prevention
of sport injury, but there has been some wider debate about the effectiveness of
PMR. This is because a systematic review (Pelka et al., 2016) concluded that
PMR was ineffective in enhancing performance. It should be noted, however, that
this review was specifically investigating the direct effect of PMR on measures of
sports performance (e.g. tennis strokes, reaction time, muscle strength, aerobic
performance), while the benefits of PMR in relation to sport injury are likely to be
more indirect. For example, PMR has been shown to improve sleep, which could
indirectly reduce injury risk (e.g. improved recovery from training, reduced stress/
anxiety) (McCloughan et al., 2016). Additionally, as you have just seen, studies
such as Olmedilla-Zafra et al. (2017) have found support for PMR in sport injury
prevention.
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2.

The study undertaken by Olmedilla-Zafra et al. (2017) shows that the stress
management programme was effective in reducing the incidence of sport injury in
youth footballers. As you saw in Activity 1 (Session 3) Travis was experiencing a
large amount of stress before his injury. It is possible that, had he had access to a
stress management programme like this, he may not have become injured. To
help prevent future injuries it would be beneficial for him to learn stress
management strategies such as those in the study.

You will look at psychological interventions in more depth in Sessions 7 and 8 when you
explore their use in rehabilitation from sport injury.
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4 This session’s quiz
Now it’s time to complete the Session 4 badge quiz. It is similar to previous quizzes, but
this time instead of answering five questions there will be fifteen.
Session 4 compulsory badge quiz
Remember, this quiz counts towards your badge. If you’re not successful the first time,
you can attempt the quiz again in 24 hours.
Open the quiz in a new tab or window (by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you
click the link) then come back here when you’ve finished.
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5 Summary
Congratulations – you have reached the halfway point of the course.
In this session you have explored some of the psychological interventions that can be
used to prevent or reduce the risk of sport injury.
The main learning points from this session are:
●

As stress is considered to be a potential cause of sport injury, any intervention aimed
at reducing stress (or the individual’s response to it) could potentially reduce injury
risk.

●

A wide range of interventions have been used including imagery, positive self-talk
and relaxation techniques.

●

There is strong research evidence to support the role of psychological interventions
reducing injury risk.

You have now looked at some of the psychological factors that may increase the risk of
developing a sport injury as well as the interventions that may reduce the risk. In the next
session, you will move on to explore psychological responses to an injury once it has
occurred.
You are now halfway through the course. The Open University would really appreciate
your feedback and suggestions for future improvement in our optional
end-of-course survey, which you will also have an opportunity to complete at the end of
Session 8. Participation will be completely confidential and we will not pass on your details
to others.
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Session 5: Psychological
responses to sport injury
Introduction
I went through so many emotions after getting injured – anger, frustration,
upset, disappointment … too many to name! It just felt like my whole world had
ended.
(Lois, sprinter)
In this session you’ll be looking at psychological responses to an injury after it has
occurred – from immediately after injury, right up until the individual returns to full fitness
and returns to sport or exercise. You briefly touched on this in Session 1, but in the next
few sessions you will investigate psychological responses more deeply.
As the quote from Lois demonstrates, sport injury can lead to various psychological
responses. In this session you will explore the common psychological responses to injury
and the frameworks used to explain them. The video below, featuring Caroline Heaney
who is the author of this course, explains more.
Video content is not available in this format.
Video 1
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By the end of this session, you should be able to:
●

understand the range of negative psychological responses to sport injury

●

be able to critically analyse models of psychological reaction to injury.
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1 How does sport injury make people feel?
If you have ever experienced a sport injury, you will have first-hand experience of how
having an injury can make people feel. Being involved in sport can become a significant
part of people’s lives. In fact, some people have a very strong athletic identity, where their
personal identity is strongly attached to being a sportsperson (Brewer et al., 1993). When
an injury occurs, and sports participation is consequently either restricted or stopped, that
identity can be lost which can lead to several psychological reactions.
England footballer Danny Rose described feeling very angry and experiencing depression
after a knee injury that occurred in 2017 which took him away from playing for eight
months.
I was getting very angry, very easily. I didn’t want to go into football, I didn’t want
to do my rehab, I was snapping when I got home; friends were asking me to do
things and I wouldn’t want to go out, and I would come home and go straight
to bed.
(Danny Rose in Kelner, 2018)

Figure 1 Danny Rose (footballer)

Activity 1 What are common psychological reactions to injury?
Allow about 20 minutes

Watch the video below in which 2016 Olympic hockey gold medallist Helen
Richardson-Walsh discusses the psychological impact of the various injuries she has
experienced during her career. As you watch the video, answer these questions:
1.

What are some of the psychological responses Helen has experienced in
response to sport injury?
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2.

What other negative psychological responses might a sport injury elicit?

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 2

Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

Helen describes various psychological responses to sport injury. These include
feelings of isolation, fear, anxiety and hopelessness. She also discusses feeling a
loss of identity when not being able to play hockey, which links to the concept of
athletic identity discussed at the beginning of this section. As a full-time hockey
player, Helen might be expected to have a strong athletic identity and to see a
large part of her identity as a hockey player.

2.

Common negative psychological responses to injury include:
○

loss of identity

○

anger

○

fear

○

depression

○

reduced motivation

○

grief

○

loneliness

○

stress

○

anxiety

○

low self-esteem, and

○

confusion.
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While we are focusing on negative psychological reactions here – as most athletes will
view injury as a negative unwanted experience – it is important to note that some may
view the onset of an injury as positive. For example, an injury could be viewed as an
excuse for poor performance or a break from intensive training.
It is important to consider psychological responses to injury as they are considered to
have an important influence on the rehabilitation process, and most people are likely to
have some kind of psychological reaction to being injured. In the next section, you will
explore the reactions of our two case studies Lois and Travis.

1.1 Lois and Travis: coping with sport injury
In this section you will explore how our case studies Lois and Travis cope with sport injury.

Case study: Lois’s reaction to her sport injury

Lois is a very dedicated athlete and devotes a lot of time to athletics. She trains every day and
most of her friends and her boyfriend are fellow athletes. Before her Achilles tendon injury, her
training had been going really well and she was expecting to have another good season in the
summer and lower her personal best times.
Following her injury, Lois was told by her physiotherapist that she would have to miss the entire
athletics season. Lois experienced several negative psychological reactions. She also didn’t
want to hear her friends talking about training sessions or watch them train and compete.
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Case study: Travis’s reaction to his sport injury

As someone who goes to the gym every day and enjoys the buzz he gets from doing so, Travis is
struggling with being told he can’t exercise in the way he wants to for the next few weeks. He
normally uses his trips to the gym as a way to de-stress and unwind, but that has been taken
away from him temporarily and he doesn’t like it.
Travis is desperate to get back to his normal gym routine and just wants his shoulder injury to get
better as soon as possible. He thinks it is unfair that he has sustained the injury, particularly when
he sees other people exercising. He also worries about how strong he will be when he returns to
the gym and whether the injury will come back.

Activity 2 Analysing the case study experiences
Allow about 20 minutes

1.

Make a list of some of the feelings you think Lois and Travis might have
experienced in response to their injuries. Think about the feelings they may have
had immediately after injury as well as after having been injured for several weeks
or months.

2.

Make a list of the factors that might affect how someone such as Lois or Travis
feels in response to the timing of an injury.
Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

How someone responds to an injury is likely to be personal and affected by a
range of different factors. However, as you have seen, common reactions include
anger, frustration, anxiety, low self-confidence, low self-esteem and loneliness,
and it seems that Lois and Travis are both experiencing some of these.
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Additionally, they both seem to have feelings of jealously towards those around
them. Travis is also demonstrating a fear of reinjury which is relatively common.
2.

An individual’s response to being injured may be affected by several factors,
such as:
○

the timing of the injury e.g. in relation to the competitive year, the athlete’s
career or an important competition. For an example, an injury in the offseason may be perceived to be less of a problem than an injury in the
competitive season

○

the individual’s previous experiences. An individual may have experienced a
similar injury and recovered quickly

○

the perceived severity of the injury. An individual will be less concerned
about an injury if they don’t consider it to be particularly serious

○

the reaction of other people to the injury. The individual’s reaction may be
guided by significant others, such as the coach, instructor or physiotherapist

○

athletic identity. An athlete who has a strong athletic identity is more likely to
experience negative reactions than someone low in athletic identity.

Now that you have identified some of the psychological responses to injury that might
occur, next you’ll move on to explore some models used to explain responses to injury.
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2 Predicting how individuals will respond to
sport injury
For those supporting Lois and Travis through their injuries – such as the coach Wilma,
personal trainer Melissa and physiotherapists – it would be useful to have an
understanding of how an individual might respond to injury and why. This may help them
to plan and support Lois and Travis better.

Figure 2 Responses to sport injury
This is where models of psychological response to injury are beneficial. They provide a
framework to aid our understanding of how individuals respond to injury and the impact
this might have. There are two groups of model that you will explore in this course:
●

grief response models, and

●

cognitive appraisal models.

You will look at one example of a grief response model (Kübler-Ross, 1969) and two
examples of cognitive appraisal models (Brewer, 1994; Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998).

Activity 3 Models of psychological response to sport injury
Allow about 25 minutes

Watch the video below which introduces three models of psychological response to
sport injury and then answer the following questions.
Note: The models shown in the video have been produced as images below – they will
be useful for you to look at while you watch the video and you will also refer to these in
the next activity:
Video content is not available in this format.
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Video 3

Now answer the following questions:
1.

What are grief response models?

2.

What are cognitive appraisal models and how do they differ from grief response
models?

3.

What are the differences and similarities between the two cognitive appraisal
models examined in the video?

Figure 3 Kübler-Ross’s (1969) Grief response model
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Figure 4 Brewer’s (1994) Cognitive appraisal model

Figure 5 Wiese-Bjornstal et al.’s (1998) Integrated model of psychological response to
sport injury
Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

Grief response models assume that injury constitutes a form of loss to the
individual and thus the onset of a grieving process. They suggest that an
individual will respond to injury in the same way in which people respond to other
significant losses, such as the death of a loved one (Brewer, 1994; Evans and
Hardy, 1995). This involves progressing through a series of sequential stages.
The number of stages varies from model to model, but in Kübler-Ross’s (1969)
Grief response model – which has been most commonly applied in the sport
injury psychology literature (Walker et al., 2007) – there are five stages.
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2.

In contrast to grief response models, cognitive appraisal models take individual
differences into account. They do not assume that everyone will react in the same
way to injury. Instead they suggest that how an individual interprets or appraises
the injury (cognitive appraisal) will determine their psychological reactions. This
allows two people to exhibit entirely different psychological responses to the
same injury. Therefore, it is the perception of an injury that affects psychological
responses, rather than the injury itself.

3.

Both cognitive appraisal models suggest that how an individual interprets or
appraises their injury is influenced by two key variables – personal and situational
variables – and that cognitive appraisal influences emotional and behavioural
responses to injury. The main difference between the models is that the
Integrated model of psychological response to sport injury (Wiese-Bjornstal
et al., 1998) is a more comprehensive model – this model also incorporates
psychological factors that increase the risk of injury. The Integrated model has
been widely applied within the sport injury psychology literature (Brewer and
Redmond, 2017).

Next you’ll apply these models to the case studies.
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3 Applying models of psychological
response to sport injury
In the previous section you were introduced to three models of psychological response to
sport injury:
●

Kübler-Ross’s (1969) Grief response model

●

Brewer’s (1994) Cognitive appraisal model

●

Wiese-Bjornstal et al.’s (1998) Integrated model of psychological response to sport
injury

In the next activity you will apply these models to our case study Lois.

Activity 4 Applying the models
Allow about 30 minutes

Read the information in the box below and then try to apply each of the three models to
Lois, thinking about how each might explain her response to injury. As you do this,
think about the strengths and limitations of each model and decide which model you
think is most valuable.

Figure 3 (repeated) Kübler-Ross’s (1969) Grief response model
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Figure 4 (repeated) Brewer’s (1994) Cognitive appraisal model

Figure 5 (repeated) Wiese-Bjornstal et al.’s (1998) Integrated model of psychological
response to sport injury
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Case study: Lois’s longer-term response to her sport injury

When Lois first became injured, she was extremely upset and angry as she felt that her world
had fallen apart. Her whole life was centred on athletics and her goal of being a successful
athlete. She was angry because she felt that the injury was taking her dreams away from her.
Initially, she refused to accept the diagnosis and was adamant that she would return to
training and competition long before her physiotherapist suggested.
Gradually, she has grown to accept that the injury will cause her to miss a long period of
training and competition. She finds this very frustrating and feels jealous when she hears
other athletes talking about training sessions or competitions they have undertaken. She is
trying to focus her attention on her rehabilitation programme, but she is feeling very
demotivated and down as she finds her rehabilitation programme very boring in comparison
to athletics training. Consequently, her adherence to her rehabilitation sessions has not been
very good.
Lois is also starting to experience doubts about her ability to recover from the injury and to
regain her pre-injury form when she does return. She is looking forward to eventually
returning to training but is worried about re-injuring herself and sometimes experiences
flashbacks of when the injury occurred.

Provide your answer...

Discussion
As you examine Lois’s case study, you can probably see some evidence of all five
stages of Kübler-Ross’s (1969) model, although the stages do not necessarily occur in
the specified order (for example, anger seems to come before denial). The main
limitation of grief response models is their rigidity: they assume that every person is the
same and that consequently all people will react to sport injury in the same
stereotypical way. In practice this is not the case – Lois may react in a completely
different way to her injury than another athlete with the same injury. Due to these
limitations, cognitive appraisal models have come to be more widely accepted as
models of psychological reaction to injury than grief response models as they allow for
individual differences.
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The two cognitive appraisal models demonstrate that Lois’s poor adherence is likely to
be a consequence of her individual cognitive appraisal of the injury and her
subsequent emotional responses (e.g. frustration, jealousy, boredom). It is important
to note that the appraisal of an injury is not static, and neither are its consequences.
Appraisals are likely to change as the injury progresses and possible setbacks are
experienced. This is demonstrated in Lois’s reactions to her injury which progressively
changed over time.
You will find that Wiese-Bjornstal et al.’s (1998) Integrated model is a far more
extensive model which considers a wealth of personal and situational factors that can
influence cognitive appraisal and consequent recovery outcomes. Unlike the other
models you have explored in this session, this model also incorporates (at the top)
psychological factors that increase the risk of injury. It is therefore a comprehensive
model that incorporates both psychological factors that may increase the risk of injury
and psychological reactions to injury.

The models you have explored indicate that our psychological responses to a sport injury
can shape our behavioural response (e.g. our adherence to rehabilitation sessions) and
our recovery outcomes (e.g. how the injury heals). You will explore this more in the next
session.
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4 This session’s quiz
Check what you’ve learned this session by taking the end-of-session quiz.
Session 5 practice quiz
Open the quiz in a new tab or window (by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you
click the link) then come back here when you’ve finished.
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5 Summary of Session 5
In this session you have explored some of the psychological reactions that may be
experienced by someone who sustains a sport injury.
The main learning points from this session are:
●

Common reactions to sport injury include anger, frustration, fear, isolation, anxiety
and low self-esteem.

●

Grief response models view a sport injury as a form of loss and suggest that all
injured people will progress through the same progressive stages of grief in response
to the injury.

●

Cognitive appraisal models suggest that reactions to a sport injury will depend on the
individual’s cognitive appraisal of it and consequently accounts for individual
differences between how people react to injury.

●

The Integrated model of psychological response to sport injury is a comprehensive
model that is commonly used to explore response to injury.

In the next session, you will examine the impact that these psychological responses to
sport injury have on injury rehabilitation and recovery.
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Session 6: What impact does
psychology have on
recovery?
Introduction
In the previous session you explored some of the models that explain psychological
responses to sport injury. These models show that how an individual reacts to their injury
can have an impact on their behaviour and consequently their rehabilitation outcomes. In
this session you will examine the impact of psychological reactions on the rehabilitation
process in more detail. You will begin by re-visiting our case studies Lois and Travis.

Figure 1 Psychological responses can have an impact on sport injury rehabilitation
By the end of this session, you should be able to:
●

examine the impact of psychological factors on the rehabilitation process and
rehabilitation outcomes, and

●

explore sport injury-related growth.
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1 Psychology, coping and outcomes
The cognitive appraisal models you examined in Session 5 show a clear link between
emotional responses to injury and behavioural responses (e.g. adherence/non-adherence). Research shows that these responses influence rehabilitation outcomes (Brewer
and Redmond, 2017). Sport injury rehabilitation outcomes can be defined as ‘outcome
measures of success’ – these include readiness to return to sport, treatment satisfaction
and rate of recovery (Brewer and Redmond, 2017).
Research has been conducted to explore the impact of psychological responses to sport
injury. A systematic review of the literature (Forsdyke et al., 2016) which examined
twenty-five research studies concluded that various psychological factors are associated
with a range of rehabilitation outcomes. For example, negative mood was found to be
associated with negative rehabilitation outcomes.

Figure 2 Psychological factors and rehabilitation outcomes
The ‘coping style’ the individual adopts in response to injury can also have an impact on
rehabilitation outcomes. Udry (1997) identified four types of coping:
●

Instrumental coping – attempting to reduce the source of stress through activities
such as finding out more about the injury or listening to the advice of the
physiotherapist (sometimes referred to as ‘problem-focused coping’).

●

Negative emotion coping – preoccupation with the emotional consequences of a
stressor such as feeling anxious or worrying about an injury (sometimes known as
‘emotion-focused coping’).

●

Distraction coping – thinking about or engaging in other activities to avoid thinking
about the injury (sometimes referred to as ‘avoidance coping’).

●

Palliative coping – engaging in ‘self-help’ activities aimed at providing a soothing
effect or reducing the unpleasantness of an injury, such as getting more sleep.
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Unsurprisingly, instrumental coping is associated with more positive behavioural
responses (e.g. better rehabilitation adherence) and rehabilitation outcomes (Udry, 1997).
To help you further examine the links between psychological factors and rehabilitation
outcomes, you will now re-visit our case studies Lois and Travis to see how their reactions
affect their recoveries.

1.1 Lois’s experience
As you have seen, Lois has struggled to come to terms with being injured. In the activity
that follows you will explore how this might impact on her rehabilitation.

Activity 1 Lois’s reaction to injury
Allow about 15 minutes

Read about how Lois is coping with her injury in the box below. Then reflect on how her
responses to her injury are impacting on her recovery and rehabilitation.

Case study: Lois’s reactions and rehabilitation
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Following her injury Lois has been feeling quite down. She is struggling with not being able to
train and compete and is missing being part of her training group. Her coach Wilma has
noticed that she has been withdrawn and quiet and not her usual bubbly self. Lois has told
Wilma that, as well as being frustrated about not being able to run, she feels socially isolated
as most of her friends are athletes.
Wilma has also learned that Lois has not been attending all of her rehabilitation sessions at
the sports medicine clinic. In the last few weeks she has only been to fifty per cent of her
scheduled sessions. The physiotherapist has noted that she doesn’t seem very motivated in
these sessions and isn’t working as hard as she could. Additionally, Lois has not been
engaging in her daily rehabilitation exercises at home. The physiotherapist has referred her
for a session with the sport psychologist at the clinic to try and get her back on track.
When Wilma asked Lois about the rehabilitation sessions, she seemed very depressed and
her response was ‘what’s the point? – my career is probably over anyway’. This does not
match with the physiotherapist’s diagnosis, who believes she can make a full recovery.

Provide your answer...

Discussion
It appears that Lois’s low mood is negatively impacting on her adherence to her
rehabilitation programme which in turn will slow her recovery from the injury. Because
Lois is feeling down, she doesn’t have the motivation to work hard on her rehabilitation.
As the cognitive appraisal models show, Lois’s cognitive appraisal of the injury is
resulting in a negative emotional response and an inappropriate behavioural response
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(poor adherence). This in turn is having a negative impact on her recovery outcomes
(slowed recovery).

But what about Travis? How is he coping?

1.2 Travis’s experience
Like Lois, Travis has also found the experience of being injured difficult but he has reacted
in a very different way, as you will see in the activity below.

Activity 2 Travis’s responses to injury
Allow about 25 minutes

1. Read how Travis is coping with his injury in the box below and contrast Travis’s
responses and their impact with those of Lois in the previous section.

Case study: Travis’s reactions and rehabilitation
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Travis is really missing the buzz of going to the gym every day and can’t wait to get back to full
fitness and resume his normal fitness regime. He has experienced feelings of sadness, anger
and frustration about being injured, but is now determined that he is going recover as quickly
as possible. He is in denial about the extent of his injury and believes that he will recover
much quicker than his physiotherapist Lydia has suggested.
Travis turns up on time for every rehabilitation session and works hard in every session, but
Lydia is concerned that he is pushing too hard and ignoring her advice to slow down. She
believes that he is doing his rehabilitation exercises at home more frequently and at a higher
intensity than she has prescribed. She recently saw him leaving a circuit training class even
though he has agreed that he will take two weeks off from the class. She is concerned that if
he doesn’t take her advice, he will aggravate his shoulder injury and consequently delay his
recovery even further.

Provide your answer...

2. Watch Video 1 below about American wrestler Adam Coon and reflect on the
similarities between Adam’s and Travis’s responses to injury. How might their
responses impact on injury recovery?
Video content is not available in this format.
Video 1
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Provide your answer...

Discussion
Travis appears to have the opposite problem to Lois – over adherence. While Lois has
lost her motivation, Travis is highly motivated, but to his detriment because he is trying
to do too much too soon.
This is very similar to the wrestler Adam Coon in the video who slowed his recovery by
working too hard. If you relate this to cognitive appraisal models, you could say that
Travis’s cognitive appraisal of his injury (‘it’s not that bad’) is resulting in an
inappropriate behavioural response (over adherence). This in turn is having a
potentially negative impact on his recovery outcomes (re-injury and slowed recovery).

Now you’ve identified how psychological responses can impact on injury rehabilitation,
next you’ll explore how these responses change over time.
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2 Do reactions to injury change over time?
Time may be a great healer, but is that true of sport injuries? Do psychological reactions to
injury change over time?
Grief response models suggest that they do but, as you have seen, grief response models
have limitations. It is intuitive to believe that over time an individual may feel differently
about their injury and indeed this does seem to be the case. For example, Forsdyke et al.
(2016) found in several of the studies they reviewed that as rehabilitation progressed
closer towards the point where individuals returned to sport, they began to develop a more
positive mood. However, Forsdyke et al. (2016) also found that performance related
anxiety often increased as individuals prepared to return to sport following injury.
Similarly, Ardern et al. (2013), in their review of eleven studies, found that while emotions
generally become more positive as rehabilitation and recovery progress, fear is a
prominent emotion when an individual returns to sport. Emotions can fluctuate and
therefore as an individual progresses through their sport injury journey they will likely
experience highs and lows and fluctuating psychological states.
Next you will explore how Lois’s feelings about her injury have changed over time.

Activity 3 Impact of psychological factors: over time
Allow about 15 minutes

Read the information about Lois’s progress in the box below and then answer the
following questions.
1.

How have Lois’s responses to her injury changed over time (since Session 6,
Activity 1)?

2.

What impact have these changes had on her behaviours and rehabilitation
outcomes?

Case study: Lois’s rehabilitation progress
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Since having a session with her sport psychologist Amir, Lois has started to feel a bit more
motivated. Amir has helped her to put things in perspective and to focus on developing a
more positive attitude towards her recovery. Lois has begun to accept the injury and has
become more determined. As a consequence, her adherence to rehabilitation sessions has
drastically improved and she is starting to see some progress. This is making her feel more
optimistic about her recovery.
Amir has taught Lois some techniques she can use to help her manage her emotions and to
get through difficult times. To address her feelings of isolation from her training group, Lois
now does her rehabilitation exercises at the track while they are training. She is also helping
Wilma to coach some of the younger athletes.

Provide your answer...

Discussion
Lois appears to have moved from a negative mindset to a more positive one. She was
previously feeling quite down (Activity 1). The session with the sport psychologist has
boosted her motivation and increased her adherence to her rehabilitation sessions,
which will in turn have a positive impact on her rehabilitation outcomes.

You will explore some of the psychological techniques that Amir has taught Lois in
Sessions 7 and 8.
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3 Sport injury-related growth
Before concluding this session, it is important to note that sport injury can lead to positive
as well as negative experiences. You have learned that responses to injury can be
positive rather than negative – for example, where an injury is interpreted as providing a
break from intensive training or as an excuse for poor performance. Individuals who have
positive responses may not want to recover quickly and consequently may not engage
with rehabilitation activities and are sometimes termed ‘malingering athletes’ (Brewer and
Redmond, 2017).
Positive experiences can, however, also be derived by individuals who interpret injury as
negative. This can be termed ‘sport injury-related growth’ and can be defined as
‘perceived changes that propel injured athletes to a higher level of functioning than that
which existed before their injury’ (Roy-Davis et al., 2017, p. 36).
Research has consistently demonstrated that positives (growth) can be derived from the
negative experience of sport injury (Salim and Wadey, 2018). In a study by Wadey et al.
(2013) eight coaches were interviewed about the growth they perceived injured athletes to
experience. Four categories of growth were identified:
1.

Personal growth – development of beliefs, attitudes, knowledge, priorities, outlook
and general qualities

2.

Psychological growth – development of sporting qualities and coping skills

3.

Social growth – development of social support

4.

Physical growth – development in strength and conditioning.

You will explore these categories of growth further in the next activity.

Activity 4 Positive consequences
Allow about 30 minutes

Those who have experienced sport injury often find that being injured can lead to
several negative psychological reactions. However, despite this, it is also possible for
these individuals to derive positive benefits (growth) from their injuries. In this activity
you will explore some of these potential benefits.
Watch Video 2 below in which former heptathlete Jessica Ennis-Hill discusses some of
the positive consequences she derived from being injured. As you watch the video:
1.

2.

Categorise each of the positive consequences she mentions under one of the
categories of sport injury-related growth identified by Wadey et al. (2013):
○

personal growth

○

psychological growth

○

social growth

○

physical growth.

Identify any further examples of positive benefits that injured athletes (including
Lois and Travis) may experience that would fit under these four categories.

Video content is not available in this format.
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Video 2

Category

Examples

Personal growth

Provide your answer...

Psychological
growth

Provide your answer...

Social growth

Provide your answer...

Physical growth

Provide your answer...

Discussion
The video starts with Jessica Ennis-Hill stating that she believes injury made her
stronger and concludes with her saying that her performance improved as a result of
injury. This demonstrates that she experienced sport injury-related growth.
Some of the comments she made in the clip have been integrated into the table below,
along with some examples of quotes from Travis and Lois that also fit under the four
categories of sport injury-related growth identified by Wadey et al. (2013). You may
have come up with several other examples of your own.

Category
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Personal growth ●

Psychological
growth

Social growth

… it just gave me a bit of time to, you know, step back from the
sport and really think about what I’d achieved so far, and also
what I wanted to achieve from my career. (Jessica Ennis-Hill)

●

I now know that I can overcome injury. (Travis)

●

Being unable to train just made me appreciate how important
athletics is to me and how much I love it. (Lois)

●

The break gave me a chance to develop my identity outside of
my sport. (Lois)

●

… coming back this year just made me even more hungry for a
medal. (Jessica Ennis-Hill)

●

My motivation to train has increased dramatically. (Travis)

●

My imagery skills have developed. (Lois)

●

I feel mentally stronger than ever before. (Travis)

●

My relationship with my coach has got even stronger as a result
of being injured. (Lois)

●

As a consequence of being injured I’ve developed a stronger
network of people to support me. (Travis)

Physical growth ●

… also gave me time to just take a step back and let my body
freshen up and just take a rest … (Jessica Ennis-Hill)

●

I feel like my fitness has actually improved through being
injured (Travis)

●

Being injured has given me the opportunity to really develop my
upper body strength (Lois)

In Sessions 7 and 8 you will examine some of the psychological techniques that can be
used to help individuals deal more positively with sport injury.
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4 This session’s quiz
Check what you’ve learned this session by taking the end-of-session quiz.
Session 6 practice quiz
Open the quiz in a new tab or window (by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you
click the link) then come back here when you’ve finished.
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5 Summary of Session 6
In this session you have explored the impact of psychological factors on recovery and
rehabilitation from sport injury and the return to sport following injury.
The main learning points from this session are:
●

Emotional responses to injury (e.g. anger) can influence behavioural responses
(e.g. non-adherence) which can impact on rehabilitation outcomes (e.g. slower
recovery rate).

●

Psychological reactions to injury can change over time.

●

Although generally an unwanted experience, sport injury can lead to positive
consequences such as personal, psychological, social or physical growth.

Now that you have examined the impact of psychological factors on recovery from sport
injury you will next explore some of the psychological interventions that can be used
during rehabilitation.

96 of 137

Thursday 19 March 2020

Session 6: What impact does psychology have on recovery?
5 Summary of Session 6

97 of 137

Thursday 19 March 2020

Session 7: How can imagery, self-talk and relaxation help injury rehabilitation?
Introduction

Session 7: How can imagery,
self-talk and relaxation help
injury rehabilitation?
Introduction
Sport injury can lead to several psychological responses that can have a negative impact
on rehabilitation. So it seems logical that psychological interventions aimed at helping
individuals to cope more effectively with injury will have a positive impact.

Figure 1 Psychological intervention can help people cope with sport injury
As a reminder, in this course we are using the term ‘psychological interventions’ to
describe the psychological techniques and strategies an individual can use. The terms
‘intervention’, ‘technique’ and ‘strategy’ are therefore used interchangeably.
You will be exploring five key techniques that have been shown to aid sport injury
rehabilitation:
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●

imagery

●

self-talk

●

relaxation

●

goal setting, and

●

social support.

In this session you will look at imagery, self-talk and relaxation. You will look at goal setting
and social support in Session 8. As you are looking at psychological interventions it is
important to remember that such interventions should normally only be prescribed by a
registered sport and exercise psychologist. That is not to say that understanding these
interventions is not relevant to you – it is still useful to recognise their value and
application so that you are able to support an injured person to get the help they need.
Additionally, some of the techniques you will explore (particularly those in Session 8) can
be implemented at a basic level by someone who is not a sport and exercise psychologist.
By the end of this session, you should be able to:
●

understand how imagery, functional self-talk and relaxation techniques can all
enhance injury rehabilitation,

●

explain the benefits of psychological intervention in sport.
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1 The benefits of sport psychology
intervention
Using psychological interventions for people with a sport injury can lead to several
benefits, such as:
●

increased adherence to rehabilitation programmes

●

more positive attitude towards recovery

●

increased motivation

●

pain management

●

enhanced coping skills

●

reduced stress, anxiety and depression, and

●

enhanced healing.

(Petitpas and Danish, 1995; Heil and Fine, 1999; Wiese-Bjornstal and Shaffer, 1999;
Williams and Scherzer, 2006)
In the next activity you will explore Helen Richardson-Walsh’s experience of using
psychological interventions while injured.

Activity 1 Using psychological techniques in sport injury
Allow about 30 minutes

1.

Watch the video below of 2016 Olympic hockey champion Helen RichardsonWalsh. What are some of the psychological strategies she used to aid her
recovery from injury?

2.

Reflect on any role you have in supporting individuals with sport injury
(e.g. coach, instructor, team mate, partner). Which aspects of your work could be
considered to be psychological strategies or techniques? If you don’t hold such a
role think about how you have been supported when you’ve been injured or how
you might like to be supported if you were injured.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 1 Helen Richardson-Walsh

Provide your answer...
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Discussion
1.

Helen describes three key strategies that she used, all of which are discussed in
either this session or in Session 8. First, she used goal setting to help her focus.
Second, she visualised herself achieving her goal of becoming Olympic champion
(imagery), and finally she used a blog as a way of sharing and articulating her
experience and connecting to other people (social support).

2.

You might find that you tend to use a lot of psychology in your day-to-day practice
without even realising it. Sometimes this use of psychology is explicit (for
example, recommending the use of psychological techniques or referring
someone to a sport and exercise psychologist), and sometimes it is less explicit
(for example, the way in which you choose to speak to an individual about their
injury).

In the activity you have just completed Helen Richardson-Walsh describes how she used
imagery while she was injured. In the next section you will explore imagery in more detail.
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2 Imagery in sport injury rehabilitation
In sport you often see athletes appearing to run through a performance in their mind
before executing it (for example, a high jumper before a jump). This is an example
of imagery.

Figure 2 Imagery can aid sport injury rehabilitation
Imagery can be defined as the process of ‘using one’s senses to re-create or create an
experience in the mind’ (Vealey and Forlenza, 2015, p. 240). Imagery can be a useful
technique for individuals to use during sport injury rehabilitation. It can be used in many
different ways, including those outlined in Figure 3.
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Interactive content is not available in this format.
Interactive Figure 3 Imagery in sport injury rehabilitation

Activity 2 Using imagery to help Lois and Travis
Allow about 25 minutes

Select one of our two case studies below (Lois or Travis) and read up on their
progress. Make a list of how they could use imagery during their recovery from injury.
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Case study: Lois

Lois has gone to see her sport psychologist Amir. They have been discussing how difficult
she finds it to cope with the pain of the treatment that she is having on her Achilles tendon
during physiotherapy sessions.
Lois has asked Amir if he can recommend any techniques to help her as the pain is so intense
that it’s causing her to tense up which makes it much harder for the physiotherapist to work on
the injured area.

Case study: Travis

Travis has been experiencing a lot of stress and anxiety due to his injury. Normally he would
use exercise as a way of dealing with stress, but the injury is preventing him from exercising
as he would like. He therefore needs to find an alternative way to relax and unwind.
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Provide your answer...

Discussion
All four examples of imagery in Figure 3 could be effective for both Lois and Travis.
Pain management imagery would be particularly appropriate for Lois, while relaxation
imagery would be particularly useful for Travis. Here are their thoughts on using these
techniques:
I tried using the pain management imagery Amir suggested during my
physiotherapy session today. I used it right at the point where the physio
was really digging her fingers into my tendon which is when I normally tense
up or flinch. I was amazed how well it worked – I coped with the pain so
much better and the physio was able to do more work on it than normal.
(Lois)
I’ve started doing relaxation imagery every evening. At first it felt a bit weird
but now I’m getting used to it and it’s really working. When I get in from work,
I’m often feeling stressed and need to unwind, so now I lie down and take
myself to my relaxing place in my mind and it calms me.
(Travis)

Next you move on to look at how self-talk can aid recovery from sport injury.
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3 Self-talk and sport injury rehabilitation
Self-talk, as its name suggests, refers to the things people say to themselves. Self-talk
can be internal (i.e. internal thoughts) or external (i.e. vocal). The things we say to
ourselves are thought to be influential on our attitude, behaviour and performance.
At a basic level it is suggested that negative self-talk is more likely to lead to a negative
attitude or outcome and positive self-talk is more likely to lead to a positive attitude or
outcome. However, it may actually be more appropriate to refer to ‘functional’ and
‘dysfunctional’ self-talk rather than ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ self-talk as it appears some
individuals may find negative self-talk motivational (Walker and Hudson, 2013).

Figure 4 Getting back into fitness
When an injury occurs, it can cause negative or dysfunctional self-talk. So the deliberate
use of positive self-talk – and the ability to stop negative or dysfunctional self-talk – are
considered valuable in helping to develop a more positive attitude towards sport injury
rehabilitation. Those who are injured should therefore be encouraged to use positive selftalk.
Here are a few examples of how you can use positive self-talk during injury rehabilitation:
●

Whenever an individual has a negative thought (for example, ‘I’m never going to get
back to fitness’) encourage them to say the word ‘stop!’ firmly to themselves and
immediately replace that thought with a positive one (for example, ‘I will get back to
fitness’).

●

Encourage injured athletes or participants to repeat a positive phrase or statement to
themselves when they are undertaking difficult or painful rehabilitation exercises (for
example, ‘I can do this!’). This same positive phrase could perhaps be written down
and placed in a prominent place.

●

You could ‘ban’ the individual from making negatively framed comments about their
injury to other people (for example, phrases like ‘My rehabilitation is going really
badly!’).

●

Encourage the injured person to make a list of all the negative thoughts they have
been having and write a counteracting positive statement for each.
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3.1 Self-talk in practice
According to Hardy (2006) there are two main types of self-talk:
●

instructional (or cognitive) self-talk – this tells or reminds people what to do (e.
g. ‘relax’), and

●

motivational self-talk – this encourages people in some way (e.g. ‘I can do this’).

It is suggested that instructional self-talk is effective in enhancing or directing attention,
while motivational self-talk is effective in increasing confidence and motivation and
regulating effort. Below are some examples of motivational and instructional self-talk used
by our case studies Lois and Travis:
When the physio is about to do some painful treatment on my Achilles, I take a
deep breath and say the word ‘relax’ to myself.
(Lois – instructional self-talk)
Every morning now I wake up and say ‘I will get back to fitness’ to myself.
(Travis – motivational self-talk)
When I’m coaching at the track I look at the other athletes running fast and think
‘I will be back running with them soon’.
(Lois – motivational self-talk)

Activity 3 Self-talk: have a go!
Allow about 30 minutes

This activity is divided into two parts. For the first part you are going to watch a video
showing how someone has learned to use self-talk. In the second part you are going to
complete a self-talk exercise.
1.

Watch the video below in which swimmer Kally Fayhee discusses how she uses a
self-talk strategy of identifying and reframing negative thoughts. What are the
stages of strategy she describes?

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 2
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Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

In the video Kally Fayhee describes three main stages:

2.

○

paying attention to her thoughts (self-awareness)

○

slowing down and thinking about what she would say to a friend
(rationalising), and

○

reframing her thought into a positive one (identify and reframe).

Think of a time when you have said negative things to yourself (for example,
when you have been lacking confidence about a particular task, or when you
have been injured). Write down some of the negative statements you have said to
yourself in the first column of the table below, then write down a counteracting
positive statement that you could have said to yourself instead.

Negative self-talk

Positive self-talk

Provide your answer...

Provide your answer...

Provide your answer...

Provide your answer...

Provide your answer...

Provide your answer...
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Discussion
2.
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It’s a useful exercise to think about when you yourself might be using negative
self-talk and to consider the impact those negative thoughts have on you. Being
able to counteract negative statements with positive statements is a useful tool.
Try using this technique next time you catch yourself saying negative things to
yourself. Injury is a time when negative thoughts can be common and therefore
this can be a useful strategy to counteract them.
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4 Relaxation techniques and sport injury
rehabilitation
Individuals can experience stress and anxiety when they sustain a sport injury. This stress
and anxiety can have a negative impact on motivation, adherence and rehabilitation
outcomes. So, any technique that can reduce stress and anxiety may have a positive
impact on the rehabilitation process.

Figure 5 Relaxation can aid sport injury rehabilitation
Relaxation techniques can help to ease the stress and anxiety that may be a
consequence of injury. They can also help to relieve tension in the injured area, which
may allow a therapist to treat the injury more effectively.
You will now explore a range of relaxation techniques. All these techniques have the
potential to induce what is known as a ‘relaxation response’. The relaxation response is
characterised by physiological responses that include decreased heart rate, respiration
rate, oxygen consumption and muscle activation, and increased alpha brainwaves
(Cox, 2007).

4.1 Relaxation in practice
There are a wide range of relaxation techniques that can be used by injured sport and
exercise participants. Four examples are given in Figure 6 below and you will have the
opportunity to try one of these yourself in Activity 4.
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Interactive content is not available in this format.
Interactive Figure 6 Relaxation techniques in sport injury rehabilitation

Activity 4 Relaxation: have a go!
Allow about 45 minutes

Select one of the relaxation techniques from Figure 6 and then watch the associated
video and undertake the technique. Evaluate how effective you found the technique by
answering the following questions:
●

How did the technique make you feel? Was it effective in making you feel
relaxed?

●

How easy or difficult did you find it to undertake the task?

●

Do you think you would use this technique to help you relax? If so, in what
circumstances would you use it?

●

Do you think it would be a useful technique for an injured athlete or exercise
participant? Why?
Provide your answer...

Discussion
It is useful to try a technique in order to fully understand its effectiveness and potential
application for those with a sport injury. You may find that some relaxation techniques
are more effective for you than others.
As with all techniques, individuals will have a preference for particular relaxation
techniques over others. The most appropriate relaxation technique will also depend on
the situation. For example, if you only have a very short period of time to relax, a short
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breathing technique will likely be more appropriate than a full PMR routine. In
comparison to the other techniques – which are cognitive in nature – PMR has a
physical (or somatic) component which might make it particularly suitable for
individuals who are experiencing muscle tension.

All of these techniques have received research support for use in the treatment of sport
injury, but there has been some wider debate about the effectiveness of PMR. A
systematic review (Pelka et al., 2016) concluded that PMR was ineffective in enhancing
performance. It should be noted, however, that this review was specifically investigating
the direct effect of PMR on measures of sports performance (e.g. tennis strokes, reaction
time, muscle strength, aerobic performance), while the benefits of PMR in relation to sport
injury are likely to be more indirect. For example, PMR has been shown to improve sleep
which could indirectly reduce injury risk (e.g. improved recovery from training, reduced
stress and anxiety) (McCloughan et al., 2016).
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5 This session’s quiz
Check what you’ve learned this session by taking the end-of-session quiz.
Session 7 practice quiz
Open the quiz in a new tab or window (by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you
click the link) then come back here when you’ve finished.
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6 Summary of Session 7
In this session you have explored how imagery, self-talk and relaxation techniques can be
used during rehabilitation from sport injury.
The main learning points from this session are:
●

Sport psychology intervention during sport injury rehabilitation can lead to several
positive outcomes including increased adherence, more positive attitude, enhanced
pain management and enhanced healing.

●

Imagery can be used in several different ways to benefit sport injury rehabilitation, for
example skill practice, relaxation, pain management and healing imagery.

●

Both instructional and motivational self-talk can be used to enhance sport injury
rehabilitation.

●

Relaxation techniques such as PMR, relaxation imagery, controlled breathing and
music can be used to help injured athletes and exercise participants to combat the
stress and anxiety that can be a consequence of injury.

Having explored imagery, self-talk and relaxation, in the next session you will look at two
more interventions that can be used during sport injury rehabilitation – goal setting and
social support.
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Session 8: How can goal
setting and social support
help injury rehabilitation?
Introduction
In the previous session you examined how imagery, positive self-talk and relaxation
strategies can be used to help people cope more effectively with sport injury. In this
session you will explore two further intervention strategies – goal setting and social
support. In Activity 1 of Session 7, Olympic Gold Medallist Helen Richardson-Walsh
identified both of these as key strategies that she found useful to help her cope with sport
injury.
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Figure 1 Goal setting and social support are techniques that can help injured athletes
By the end of this session, you should be able to:
●

understand how social support and goal setting can both enhance sport injury
rehabilitation, and

●

identify different strategies for coping with sport injury.
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1 Coping with sport injury
Sport injury rehabilitation can be negatively influenced by psychological factors.
Consequently, putting in place interventions to help people cope with injury can enhance
the rehabilitation process. In the next activity you will explore athlete experiences of
coping with injury.

Activity 1 How sports stars cope with injury
Allow about 15 minutes

Watch the video below which is a news item discussing how athletes cope with injury.
As you watch, make a note of the factors and strategies the athletes say helped them
to cope with injury.
View at: youtube:rfn7LkevkXo
Video 1

Provide your answer...

Discussion
The video provides more evidence of how difficult it can be for a sports performer to
cope with injury and the importance of psychological intervention. The athletes in the
video point towards the importance of the two interventions you are going to explore in
this session. For example, Kyle Brown (rugby player) talks about the need to set
realistic rehabilitation goals, and JP Duminy (cricketer) talks about the role of social
support when stating the importance of receiving ‘support of family, friends and team
mates’.
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2 Goal setting and sport injury
rehabilitation
Goal setting is a psychological technique that most people involved in sport and exercise
are well versed in. Effective goal setting is a key part of sport injury rehabilitation and is
considered to be a highly effective technique (Arvinen-Barrow and Hemmings, 2013).
Sport and exercise participants are used to working towards targets and so often need
such targets within their rehabilitation programmes. There is a wide variety of goals that
might be set for those recovering from sport injury and some of these are summarised in
Figure 2.

Figure 2 Types of goal for sport injury rehabilitation (Arvinen-Barrow and Hemmings,
2013, p. 60)
Setting goals can help focus the individual’s attention, keep them motivated and increase
their adherence, but how do you know that your goal setting is effective? You will look at
what constitutes effective goal setting next.
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2.1 Effective goal setting
Obviously, the goals you set need to be appropriate – goals that are unrealistic can have a
negative impact on motivation. In the next activity you will examine some principles of
effective goal setting.

Activity 2 Goal setting in practice
Allow about 15 minutes

Watch the video below which looks at goal setting in sport and then answer the
questions that follow. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MeChdwU-53E
Video transcript
1.

Look at the following examples of goals set by our case study Lois. Decide
whether each of Lois’s goals (a, b and c) is a process, performance or outcome
goal:

2.

a.

Goal: to return to the track by September

b.

Goal: to increase my personal best on calf raises

c.

Goal: to focus on staying high on my toes as I run.

What is SMARTER? Using SMARTER, try to improve the wording of the goal
below, set for our case study Travis:
Goal: to improve fitness.

3.

Why do you think it is important to set both short-term and long-term goals?
Provide your answer...

Discussion
1.

2.

Lois’s goals can be categorised as follows:
a.

outcome goal,

b.

performance goal,

c.

process goal.

SMARTER is an acronym which reminds us of key goal setting principles
(specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, timely, evaluated and rewarded). You
may already be familiar with it or the shorter SMART version, or you may be
familiar with a slightly different version.
Travis’s goal doesn’t adhere to the SMARTER principles. For example, it is not
very specific – what aspect of fitness? The goal would be improved by adding a
more specific component of fitness such as strength. You could get even more
specific by stating which muscle groups or exercises. To make the goal
measurable you could add the target weight or repetitions. The target weight or
repetitions would need to be realistic (attainable) and the exercises would need
to be relevant to Travis’s rehabilitation.
The goal could also be enhanced by setting a realistic timeframe for its
achievement (timely). The goal should be evaluated so that progress can be
seen and a reward for achievement may motivate Travis. An adjusted goal might
read something like:
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Goal: to improve upper body strength on the bench press exercise to 60kg in six
weeks.
3.

Ultimately the key goal for most athletes is a return to sports performance at preinjury levels. However, for some athletes this ultimate goal can seem too distant.
which is why it is important to set both short-term and long-term goals. A longterm goal to return to sport needs to be supported by a series of short-term goals
that lead to this ultimate goal. These can be thought of as stepping stones
towards the ultimate goal, each of which gives the athlete something to focus on
that is tangible. These shorter-term goals can be broken down into smaller and
smaller sub-goals.

Injury rehabilitation can be unpredictable – this can sometimes make goal setting a
difficult task, and at times goals won’t be achieved. In these situations, it is important that
you try to frame positively in order to maximise the individual’s motivation and positive
attitude towards rehabilitation. Therefore, it is recommended that where necessary you
focus on the degree of goal attainment rather than absolute attainment. For example, if an
individual hasn’t fully achieved a goal you might emphasise the progress made towards it
instead – focusing on the improvement from last time rather than the failure to achieve the
target.
Next you’ll look at the role of social support in sport injury rehabilitation.
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3 Social support in sport injury
rehabilitation
Social support can be defined as ‘an exchange of resources between two individuals
perceived by the provider or the recipient to be intended to enhance the well-being of the
recipient’ (Corbillon et al., 2008, p. 94). Social support can be provided by different people
around the injured athlete such as the coach, team mates, physiotherapist, sports
therapist, friends or family.
At first glance, social support may not seem like a psychological technique, but its
potential impact on an injured athlete is extremely powerful. It can mediate some of the
psychological stresses of being injured. Being able to talk to someone about how being
injured is making you feel is an important therapy for an athlete or exercise participant. If
you have regular and close contact with an injured person you can be a key source of
social support. Simply by talking and listening to the injured person you can make them
feel better and more positive.
When talking to an injured athlete, ask them about the emotional and psychological
aspects of their injury as well as the standard physical aspects. This will help the athlete to
come to terms with their feelings. Using effective counselling skills such as active listening
in your interactions with injured athletes may help improve your social support skills.
Active listening can be thought of as listening with a purpose in a way that makes the
speaker feel listened to. Other counselling skills that may improve interactions with injured
athletes and exercise participants include being empathetic, non-judgemental and
genuine (a ‘person-centred approach’). These are summarised in Figure 3.
Interactive content is not available in this format.
Interactive Figure 3 The person-centred approach

You can also help to encourage social support from sources other than yourself. Some of
the negative consequences of injury such as loss of identity and loneliness occur because
contact is lost with team mates and coaches when an athlete is injured.
In Section 6 you saw that Lois was experiencing these feelings. Her support team
addressed this by scheduling her rehabilitation sessions alongside team training sessions
to encourage her to maintain contact and social support from her coach and team mates.
Lois’s story has parallels with the athlete in the video below, Arielle Sanders (rower), who
initially felt very isolated following injury. She then received social support from a support
group (Athletes Connected) and through remaining involved with her team mates when
she could no longer compete.
Video content is not available in this format.
Video 3
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You’ve seen that social support is important, but what does good social support look like?
You’ll explore this next.

3.1 Social support in practice
Forsdyke et al. (2016) identified that having trust in the rehabilitation provider, feeling
wanted by others and satisfaction with social support were associated with positive
rehabilitation outcomes. Social support is considered to be a multidimensional construct
with different categories of social support possible, including (Arvinen-Barrow and
Pack, 2013):
●

emotional

●

technical

●

informational

●

tangible, and

●

motivational support.

Table 1 defines these different categories of social support.
Interactive content is not available in this format.
Interactive Table 1 Different categories of social support (adapted from Arvinen-Barrow
and Pack, 2013, pp. 122–3)

Activity 3 Social support in practice
Allow about 15 minutes

Our case studies Travis and Lois have been asked to identify three key sources of
social support they have drawn upon during their rehabilitation (see below). Select
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either Lois or Travis and then for each person they have identified consider what type
of social support each person might provide.

Table 2: Case studies: social support
Lois (sprinter)

Coach (Wilma)

Provide your answer...

Sport psychologist
(Amir)

Provide your answer...

Boyfriend (Dave)

Provide your answer...

Travis (exercise participant)
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Husband (Trevor)

Provide your answer...

Physiotherapist
(Lydia)

Provide your answer...

Personal trainer
(Melissa)

Provide your answer...

Discussion
Interestingly, both Lois and Travis have identified a mixture of personal and
professional relationships. Different people can provide a range of different types of
social support, but you might expect a partner (here, Dave or Trevor) to particularly
provide emotional, tangible and motivational support. You might have thought that a
coach or trainer would particularly provide technical, informational and motivational
support. However, with an established coach–athlete relationship such as that
between Lois and Wilma, there would likely be emotional support too.
Coaches are considered to be an important source of social support during sport injury
(Newman and Weiss, 2018). A sport psychologist would likely predominantly provide
emotional, tangible, informational and motivational support. A physiotherapist would
be expected to predominantly provide technical, informational and motivational
support, but a good physiotherapist would also provide emotional support.

The sources of social support discussed in Activity 3 focus on individual relationships, but
it is important to note that group sources of social support can also be highly effective. The
video below describes one such example – a sport injury support group.
View at: youtube:_4dDG3EiE4Q
Video 4
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Having looked at how all these different interventions can help recovery from sport injury
next you’ll reflect on what this means to you.
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4 Reflection: What can you do to support
an injured person?
As you near the end of this course, this section provides an opportunity to reflect on what
you have learned about the psychological aspects of injury, and what you can do to
support an injured person.

Figure 4 You can play an important role in supporting an injured athlete

Activity 4 Self-reflection
Allow about 15 minutes

Using the following questions as prompts, reflect on how what you have learned on
this course will affect your future practice:
●

will your interactions with any injured athletes or exercise participants change as
a result of studying this course? If so, in what way?

●

what actions might you now take to help prevent sport injury?

●

what actions might you take to help individuals going through sport injury
rehabilitation?

●

what are the key lessons you have learned about the psychological aspects of
sport injury?
Provide your answer...

Discussion
Reflecting like this is a useful way to consider how what you have learned in this
course can be applied to your everyday life. Hopefully, the course has led you to
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consider the psychological aspects of injury rather than just the physical aspects of
injury.
You may have reflected on how you can integrate more sport psychology into your
practice in your professional role (e.g. coach, instructor, sports therapist), or you may
have thought about the need to include a sport psychologist into your professional
network.
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5 This session’s quiz
Congratulations on almost reaching the end of the course.
Now it’s time to complete the Session 8 badged quiz. It is similar to the quiz that you took
at the end of Session 4, with 15 questions in total.
Session 8 compulsory badge quiz
Open the quiz in a new tab or window (by holding down Ctrl [or Cmd on a Mac] when you
click the link) then come back here when you’ve finished.
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6 Summary
In this session you have explored how goal setting and social support can be used during
rehabilitation from sport injury.
The main learning points from this session are:
●

Psychological interventions can help people to cope with the challenges of sport
injury.

●

Goal setting is an effective tool in sport injury rehabilitation.

●

There are three types of goal: outcome, performance and process goals.

●

Effective goal setting should adhere to the SMARTER principles and should include
both short-term and long-term goals.

●

Social support can be provided by a wide range of people around an injured athlete.

●

Five broad categories of social support have been identified: emotional, technical,
informational, tangible and motivational support.
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Where next?
If you’ve enjoyed this course you can find more free resources and courses on
OpenLearn.
You might be specifically interested in these badged courses:
●

Communication and working relationships in sport and fitness

●

Exploring sport coaching and psychology

●

Learning from sport burnout and overtraining

●

Coaching others to coach

There is also a page of sport and fitness courses on OpenLearn.
New to University study? You may be interested in our courses on Health and Wellbeing.
You might be particularly interested in our BSc (hons) Sport, fitness and coaching.
Making the decision to study can be a big step and The Open University has over 40
years of experience supporting its students through their chosen learning paths. You can
find out more about studying with us by visiting our online prospectus.
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Tell us what you think
Now you’ve come to the end of the course, we would appreciate a few minutes of your
time to complete this short end-of-course survey (you may have already completed this
survey at the end of Session 4).
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