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Introduction

Flick through any autobiography of a celebrated athlete and you will find that one of
its key themes is social support. Certainly there will be discussions of training and tactics,
distress and disappointment, guts and glory. But the backdrop to all this is likely to be the
support the athlete received from key individuals and groups along the way. The mother who
drove them to training every day in the middle of winter, the coach who instilled a sense of
self-discipline and pride, the backroom team who always had a kind word when things hadn’t
gone quite to plan. This is beautifully exemplified by a legendary yet bitter-sweet moment
from the 1992 Barcelona Olympics, where hot-favourite sprinter Derek Redmond from the
United Kingdom tore his hamstring during the 400 meters semi-final. His father, Jim, jumped
the balustrades and pushed past event officials to help his son cross the line and finish the
race.
We hobbled over the finishing line with our arms round each other, just me and my
dad, the man I’m really close to, who’s supported my athletics career since I was
seven years old.
(Bos, 2017)
Accounts such as this are also often filled with heroic examples of athletes going
‘above and beyond’ to provide support to others in their team — even to the extent of making
personal sacrifices for the ‘greater good’. Consider the 2012 Tour de France, when Chris
Froome gave up his opportunity to secure personal victory, instead opting to help his
teammate Bradley Wiggins secure the coveted maillot jaune. Clearly, the role of socially
supportive others, across both sport and life more generally, cannot be understated. For this
reason, social support plays a key role in optimal functioning across a range of performance
contexts — not only in sport, but also in the workplace, at school, or at home (Fletcher &
Sarkar, 2012; Freeman & Rees, 2009; Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014). Indeed, work by the fourth
author and his colleagues highlighted how supportive families, coaches, and networks are key
to the development of super-elite athletes (Rees et al., 2016).
Social support may refer to the existence of socially supportive relationships, but may
also include people’s helping and supportive actions, and/or an exchange of resources with
the goal of enhancing positive outcomes for the recipient (e.g., Hobfoll, 1988; Sarason,
Sarason, & Pierce, 1990; Shumaker & Brownell, 1984). In the case of Derek Redmond we
see all three of these things at work: he had a supportive relationship with his father, his
father went out of the way to do things to help him, and this involved the provision (and
receipt) of tangible resources — in this case, literally, a shoulder to lean on. As we will

Chris Hartley et al.

3

discuss more below, these resources can also take a range of other forms: emotional, esteemfocused, and informational.
Social support has been associated with a range of positive outcomes — not only for
performance but also for health and well-being. The latter include reduced stress (Cohen,
Underwood, & Gottlieb, 2000; Clawson, Borrelli, McQuaid & Dunsinger, 2016), reduced
risk for cancer (Pinquart & Duberstein, 2010), and reduced risk of mortality (Barth,
Schneider, & von Kanel, 2010). Indeed, although this point is routinely overlooked (Haslam
et al., 2018), meta-analytic evidence suggests that lack of social support can be at least as bad
for a person’s health as smoking, obesity, and physical inactivity (Berkman & Syme, 1979;
Holt-Lunstad, Smith & Layton, 2010).
Within sport, the benefits of being socially integrated and having socially supportive
others have also been well documented. For example, social support has been linked with
better performance (Freeman & Rees, 2008, 2009; Gould et al., 2002; Rees & Freeman,
2009, 2010), positive stress appraisals (Freeman & Rees, 2009), improved flow (Bakker et
al., 2011), more beneficial responses to injury (Mitchell et al., 2014; Rees et al., 2010) and
greater self-confidence (Holt & Hoar, 2006; Rees & Freeman, 2007), as well as with lower
risk of both injury (Carson & Polman, 2012) and burnout (Freeman, Coffee & Rees, 2011;
DeFreese & Smith, 2013, 2014; Hartley & Coffee, 2019a; Lu et al., 2016).
However, is it always the case that social support has beneficial effects in sport?
Consider, for example, the hypothetical scenario where a coach or parent provides a young
athlete with social support in the form of tactical feedback about ‘what went wrong’ during
the first set of a disastrous tennis match. Depending on the content and timing of this
(otherwise well-intentioned) advice, it is not hard to see that this will not always ‘work’
because it is experienced as stressful rather than supportive. Rather, then, than giving the
young tennis player tactical foci to prioritise during the second set, such a message might be
interpreted as criticism. It may even instil a sense of negative expectation and pressure to
succeed during the second set, leading the young player to resent the so-called ‘support’ and
reject it altogether. In line with this point, there is evidence that, in a range of contexts, social
support can have negative effects on athletes — not least increasing both burnout and
dropout (Sheridan, Coffee & Lavallee, 2014). This observation begs an obvious question:
What is it that makes social support effective? This is the key question that this chapter
attempts to answer.
As we will see, the answer to this question is complex. Despite the fact that social
support is often thought to be a simple matter (“you either get it or you don’t”), it is a
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nuanced construct and understanding it presents many challenges. In an attempt to navigate
our way through these, this chapter begins by introducing the construct of social support and
discussing its associations with sport-related outcomes. We then provide an overview of four
approaches to the study of social support that are particularly influential in sport psychology
today. As well as outlining the key theoretical tenets of these approaches and the evidence
that supports them, we also identify their shortcomings. These centre on the fact that
contemporary approaches to the study of social support in sport focus almost exclusively on
athletes’ personal experiences and understandings. In this, they relate to questions of the
form “Am I threatened?” and “What support do I have?”
Such questions are important but we argue that, by its very nature, social support is
never entirely personal. Instead, it is a group process that routinely raises questions of the
form “Are we threatened?” and “What support do we have?” As will become apparent, the
dynamics of social support are thus always conditioned by the group memberships — and
associated social identities — that bear upon and inform this process. For instance, would one
expect the support provided by a fan of a rival team to be as effective as the support provided
by a fellow fan of your own team? In this regard, the very same supportive act can sometimes
prove beneficial but sometimes prove disastrous. Seeking to make sense of this enigma, the
second half of the chapter presents a social identity approach to social support in sport.
Amongst other things, this draws attention to the way in which shared social identity (or a
lack of it) conditions athletes’ perceptions of both the availability and the utility of support.
Understanding this, we conclude, provides a new agenda for both research and practice.

Current Approaches to Understanding Social Support in Sport
One of the challenges associated with studying social support in sport is the diverse
ways in which it has been defined and measured. In the wider social psychology literature,
social support has been conceptualised as (a) demonstrating that a person is loved and cared
for, (b) the subjective judgement of support availability, (c) the mere existence of supportive
relationships, or (d) simply an exchange of resources (e.g., Hobfoll, 1988; Sarason et al.,
1990; Shumaker & Brownell, 1984). Nevertheless, contemporary conceptualisations of social
support generally consider it to be comprised of three major subsconstructs (Lakey, 2010).
First, social support can be conceptualised as a form of social integration that refers to the
number and types of social ties and relationships within an athlete’s social support network.
Second, social support can be thought of as perceived support that derives from a subjective
judgement that support is available and can be accessed if needed. Third, social support can
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be seen as received support (also sometimes referred to as enacted support) referring to the
specific helping and supportive actions provided by individuals within an athlete’s social
support network (Rees, 2016).
To illustrate the difference between these subconstructs, consider the number of social
ties in a high-profile athlete’s support network. This network might comprise thirty or more
teammates, coaches, trainers, physiologists, nutritionists, and psychologists. In addition, the
athlete likely has a number of family members (partners, parents, children) who accompany
them some or all of the time. Further to this, they may have thousands of fans and followers
who travel to watch them perform or who support them on social media. All of these social
ties that an athlete may have available to them would be indicative of social integration.
Realistically, however, the athlete may only perceive support to be available — and actually
receive support — from a select few of these social ties. For instance, the athlete could rely
heavily on support from one coach, one parent, and their physiotherapist (e.g., Abgarov et al.,
2012; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Nicholson, Hoye, & Gallant, 2011; Sanders & Winter,
2016). Indeed, this highlights that the degree to which an athlete is socially integrated may
not be indicative of how much support they perceive to be available or actually receive (nor
how effective that support will be; Rueger et al., 2016).
The latter points speak to the fact that social support can be conceptualised and
assessed in a range of different ways (Cohen et al., 2000; Holt & Hoar, 2006). One important
distinction in this regard is between support that is perceived to be available if needed and
support that is actually received (Freeman et al., 2014; Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010; Wills &
Shinar, 2000). The importance of this distinction can be illustrated by the example of rock
climbing (see Figure 10.1). When climbing, a climber can typically find viable routes to the
top of a wall in relative safety because a belayer is holding the other end of the rope. At the
same time, though, the climber typically also knows that, if needed, the belayer is available to
give support (e.g., advice) about viable routes to the top of the wall. So while received
support centres on manifest supportive actions, perceived support centres on the mind and
psychological state of the athlete (Sarason, Pierce, & Sarason, 1990). Although a person’s
ongoing experiences of receiving support are likely to contribute to their sense that social
support is available (Uchino, 2009), these things are not the same. Moreover, as we discuss
below, it is often perceptions of support that are stronger predictors of outcomes than
received support, and perceptions of support availability may be misaligned with the actual
provision and receipt of support (e.g., Defreese & Smith, 2013; Hartley & Coffee, 2019a;
Haslam et al., 2018).
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Figure 10.1 Perceived and received social support
Note: Perceived and received social support are both central to sport. In the case of rock climbing,
climbers typically receive support from the belayers who hold their ropes but they also perceive
other types of support to be available — as those belayers can also provide tactical advice and
encouragement if needed.
Source: Helen Cook, Flickr

As we intimated earlier in the chapter, perceived and received support are typically
further broken down into four specific forms of socially supportive behaviour: emotional,
esteem, informational, and tangible (Rees & Hardy, 2000; see Figure 10.2). Emotional
support refers to acts that convey a sense of being loved and cared for (e.g., parents
emphasising that whatever the outcome of a game, they will always be there for their child);
esteem support refers to attempts at bolstering a sense of competence and ability (e.g., parents
making it clear that they believe their child is capable and talented); informational support
refers to guidance and instruction (e.g., parents suggesting that their child use a particular
strategy to combat anxiety), and tangible support refers to material forms of instrumental
assistance (e.g., parents driving their child to the game). While the precise wording of these
differ across domains (e.g., of organisational, health, and sport psychology), on the basis of
interviews with high-level sports performers about the nature of their supportive experiences,
Rees and Hardy (2000) argued that these four forms of support are all very relevant to sport.
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Figure 10.2 Social support is a universal feature of sport
Note: Support comes in many different forms: emotional, esteem, informational, and tangible.
Coaching is an example of informational support, as seen in the bottom left picture. Here the
technical instruction provided by the coach to the Little League Baseball player is designed to
help the young player improve his game – but, as with all support, this will not always be
effective or favourably received.
Source: popofatticus, Flickr; superdirk, Pixabay; pxhere; SeppH, Pixabay

Clearly, though, these different types of social support are not necessarily mutually
exclusive. A coach, for example, can provide both esteem and informational support to
athletes by discussing both how and when they previously executed a sport-related skill
correctly. Accordingly, the four dimensions of support are highly inter-correlated. However,
given their unique characteristics, the different types of support will often each have unique
relationships with particular outcome variables (e.g., burnout and self-confidence; Freeman et
al., 2011, 2014).
While dominant approaches to studying social support in sport are influenced by
social, motivational, developmental, and cognitive theorising (Sheridan et al., 2014), most
approaches are aligned with theories of stress and coping (e.g., Lazarus, 1999; Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). Not least, this is because sport participation routinely involves exposure to a
range of stressors (i.e., things which pose a threat to the self; Fletcher, Hanton & Mellalieu,
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2006; Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014), and social support is recognised as having the potential to
protect athletes from their deleterious impact (e.g., burnout; DeFreese & Smith, 2014;
Gustafsson, Defreese & Madigan, 2017; Hartley & Coffee, 2019a). In what follows we
provide an overview of the four main theoretical approaches to studying social support in
sport, with the latter three aligned with this stress and coping process (see Figure 10.3).

Figure 10.3 Schematic representations of dominant approaches to social support in sport
Note: The main-effects model (A), the stress-prevention model (B), and the stress-buffering model
(C) provide different frameworks for understanding the impact of social support on the experience
of stress and sport-related outcomes.

The main-effects model
As the top panel in Figure 10.3 suggests (i.e., 10.3 A), the main-effects model
suggests that social support has direct benefits for sport-related outcomes independently of
other factors such as stress (Cohen et al., 2000; Cohen & Wills, 1985). In particular, this is
because support is theorised to be directly associated with outcomes such as enhanced levels
of self-esteem, purpose, control, and mastery (Cohen et al., 2000; Thoits, 2011).
However, while the model’s simplicity contributes to its intuitive appeal, the evidence
that has tested it tells a more complex story. This is seen in evidence that perceived support is
more beneficial than received support for golf performance, self-confidence, flow states, and
burnout (Bakker et al., 2011; Defreese & Smith, 2014; Freeman & Rees, 2008; Freeman &
Rees, 2010; Hartley & Coffee, 2019a). Moreover, although received support has been
associated with many of the same positive outcomes (Rees & Freeman, 2007; Rees, Hardy &
Freeman, 2007; Mitchell et al., 2014), it is not always beneficial (Abgarov et al., 2012;
Knight & Holt, 2014; Lakey & Orehek, 2011; Uchino, 2009).
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So why would receiving social support be less beneficial than simply knowing (or
believing) it is available? There are a number of reasons. The first is simply that when it is
actually given, social support can prove to be sub-optimal. Informational support (such as
advice), for example, can be poor or simply wrong. Second, people may have unrealistic or
poorly calibrated expectations about the effectiveness of received support (Rees & Freeman
2010; Sarason & Sarason, 1986; Uchino, 2009). Third, acts of support may be viewed as
negative or controlling by recipients, and thus result in negative outcomes (Nadler & Jeffrey,
1986; Udry et al., 1997). For example, if you were the Little League Baseballer in Figure
10.2, you might find that being singled out to receive technical instruction from your coach in
front of the whole team is embarrassing and stressful and leaves you feeling humiliated and
resentful.
There are also theoretical grounds for expecting differences in the relationship
between particular forms of social support and sport-related outcomes. Consider, for
example, the support that an aspiring golfer might receive from a parent. Unless the parent is
a golf expert, it is likely that any technical instruction (i.e., informational support) they
provide will be suboptimal. However, their words of encouragement (i.e., esteem support)
may have a more favourable effect. In line with this point, when investigating the main
effects of social support on burnout, researchers have found discrepancies in the presence and
magnitude of associations between different forms of support and dimensions of burnout. For
example, research has demonstrated that all dimensions of perceived support may play an
important role in protecting athletes from a reduced sense of accomplishment, while only
perceived informational support may protect them from exhaustion (Freeman et al., 2011;
Hartley & Coffee, 2019a). Such patterns again underscore the need for researchers to adopt
multivariate conceptualisations and methods of assessment when investigating the effects of
social support. More generally, while there is some support for the main-effects model
(speaking to the fact that it is, on average, a good thing to perceive support to be available if
needed) it is also clear that it fails to account for the fact that support can sometimes prove to
be unhelpful or even harmful (e.g., Schwarzer & Leppin, 1991).
Accordingly, the model’s core prediction — that athletes will benefit from high levels
of social support regardless of any other variable of interest — is not always upheld, as it is
not always the case that social support has beneficial effects. Indeed, while it tends to be true
that perceived support is consistently associated with beneficial outcomes, the relationship
between received support and outcomes is quite inconsistent. For instance, a coach may
provide technically sound, appropriate and well-timed informational support that has no
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effect. At the same time, a teammate may provide support that looks on the surface to be
unhelpful — team-deprecating humour perhaps — but this can have resoundingly positive
effects.
The remaining theoretical approaches to the study of social support in sport are more
closely aligned to the stress and coping literature (Cox, 1978; Lazarus, 1999), and explicitly
linked with Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress and stress appraisal.
This model argues that responses to stress are determined in large part by individuals’
cognitive response to stressors (see also Wolf et al., Chapter 9 above). Specifically, primary
appraisal centres on judgements of whether a stressor is threatening to the self in some way,
whereas secondary appraisal centres on judgements of whether or not one has the resources
to cope effectively with any threat. Social support is theorised to impact on these appraisal
processes by affecting a person’s sense of the social resources they have available to deal
with the stressor. The perceived availability of these resouces then subsequently influences
their emotional, cognitive, and behavioural responses to that stressor and promotes more
favourable stress appraisals and more positive coping solutions.

The stress-prevention model
In sport it is clearly the case that athletes are frequently exposed to stressors which
can be seen as posing a threat to the self. For example, these may take the form of concerns
about injury, fitness, current form, or the demand to perform (Freeman & Rees, 2010; Hartley
& Coffee, 2019a). The stress-prevention model argues that social support can help athletes
minimise any potentially negative impact of such stressors. In particular, perceiving support
to be available when needed (e.g., when a stressor is first encountered) may help an athlete
appraise the stressor as non-threatening. Similarly, if a stressor has been appraised as
threatening, received support may help an athlete cope when subsequent stress starts to
impact on relevant outcomes (notably health and performance; Bianco & Eklund, 2001;
Cohen et al., 2000).
The model offers a partial insight into how social support can protect against stressors
— suggesting that this helps to minimise the stress experienced by an individual thereby
resulting in better outcomes than would result if no social support were available (see Figure
10.3 B). For example, if the stressor took the form of abuse from an opponent in a football
match, then social support might help a footballer (a) to make sense of the abuse (e.g.,
encouraging them to see it as problematic or not), (b) to respond to the abuser (e.g., by
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confronting them), or (c) to take the matter further (e.g., by striving to stamp out abuse in
their sport).
The stress-prevention model has received some support in sport. For example,
Raedeke and Smith (2004) found that satisfaction with support was associated with reduction
in stress, which in turn helped to protect athletes against burnout. Furthermore, Rees and
Freeman (2009) found that perceived support was positively associated with enhanced
perceptions of situational control, which was in turn positively associated with challenge
appraisals and negatively associated with threat appraisals. Perceived support has also been
identified as a key factor in the promotion of resilience in Olympic athletes, for example, by
promoting positive adaptations to setbacks (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012). Such evidence supports
the model’s core assertion that social support can lead to a reduction in stress. Nevertheless,
the model fails to account for evidence that the effectiveness of social support depends on the
level of stress that an individual is experiencing and the nature of the stressor they are
confronting. In particular, when a person is under a lot of pressure, some forms of social
support can sometimes exacerbate rather than ameliorate their stress (Grolnick, 2002).
Esteem support, for example, can backfire if it makes athletes over-confident or fearful of
letting their supporters down (Thomas, Lane & Kingston, 2011).

The stress-buffering model
Speaking to evidence that the effect of support is contingent on an athlete’s level of
stress, the stress-buffering model is one of the most influential models in sport (see Figure
10.3 C; Cohen et al., 2000). It argues that social support will have minimal impact on
outcomes under conditions of low stress (because here it is not needed) but that it will be
more predictive of beneficial outcomes under conditions of high stress. For example, when an
athlete is experiencing high levels of stress, high levels of support can protect them from
performing poorly. And, conversely, high levels of stress are likely to lead to poorer
performance if the athlete has low levels of support.
The stress-buffering model is also aligned with the transactional model of stress and
stress appraisal (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Specifically, after a person is exposed to
stressors which pose a threat to the self, it suggests that both perceived and received support
play a role in shaping the impact of that threat. More specifically, both types of support can
enhance perceived or received coping resources during secondary stress appraisal, thereby
reducing (i.e., ‘buffering’) the negative effect of stress on sport-related outcomes (Cohen et
al., 2000; Cohen & Wills, 1985). At the same time, however, perceived and received support

10: Social Support

12

are theorised to exert unique stress-buffering effects (Bianco & Eklund, 2001; Cohen et al.,
2000; Rees & Hardy, 2004). Indeed, qualitative and quantitative research has found that both
received and perceived support can reduce the negative impact of stress on sport-related
outcomes such as self-confidence and performance (Freeman & Rees, 2008; Kristiansen &
Roberts, 2010; Rees & Freeman, 2007). However, when considered simultaneously, there is
mixed evidence for these claims, and it is unclear whether one form of support exerts
stronger stress-buffering effects than the other (e.g., Hartley & Coffee, 2019a; Rees et al.,
2007).
Overall, then, the stress-buffering approach is valuable both in helping us to
understand when social support is likely to be beneficial (i.e., under high levels of stress) and
in pointing to the importance of cognitive appraisal for this process. However, evidence for
the model is mixed, both in sport and in the wider psychological literature (for reviews, see
Cohen & Wills, 1985; Lakey & Cronin, 2008; Rueger et al., 2016). The picture is further
complicated by evidence that different dimensions of support are associated with different
forms of coping behaviour (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Freeman et al., 2011; Hartley & Coffee,
2019a; Lu et al., 2016). Furthermore, as we will see, the stress-buffering model also fails to
account for other factors that appear to play a significant role in determining whether social
support is beneficial — notably the social context in which it is provided and the source from
which it emerges.

The optimal-matching approach
The optimal matching hypothesis builds on the stress-buffering model by specifying
what forms of social support help people cope with specific stressors (Cutrona & Russell,
1990). As Table 10.1 indicates, this approach suggests that social support is most effective
when it comes in a form that helps people deal with the specific nature of the threat posed by
a given stressor (see Table 10.1).
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Table 10.1 The optimal matching hypothesis
Controllability of
stressor

Type of support

Type of coping

Optimally

Uncontrollable

Emotional + Esteem

Emotion-focused

matched

Controllable

Informational + Tangible

Problem-focused

Poorly

Uncontrollable

Informational + Tangible

Problem-focused

matched

Controllable

Emotional + Esteem

Emotion-focused

Note: Developed by Cutrona and Russell (1990), this model suggests that social support is most
effective when specific dimensions of support are optimally matched to situational needs
demanded by the controllability of the stressor.

This approach characterises stressors as varying in terms of their controllability, as
well as their desirability, duration, and domain. Social support is then expected to be more
effective the more compatible it is with these variables. For example, Cutrona and Russell
(1990) argue that uncontrollable stressors (e.g., a deselection or a last-minute hamstring
injury) typically require forms of social support that enable emotion-focused forms of coping.
In this instance, then, emotional and esteem support would be more appropriate — and hence
more useful — than informational or tangible support. In contrast, controllable stressors (e.g.,
a flight cancellation or a tyre puncture) typically require forms of support that promote
problem-focused forms of coping. Here, then, informational and tangible forms of social
support would be more appropriate, as they provide viable ways of managing the stressor
(e.g., rescheduling the flight or repairing the tyre so that these events disrupt performance as
little as possible).
Yet while the optimal-matching model is intuitively appealing and theoretically
‘clean’, the hypothesis again only receives mixed empirical support — either in sporting
domains (Arnold, Edwards & Rees, 2018; Rees & Hardy, 2004) or beyond (where it has
generally been studied; Burleson, 2003; Burleson & MacGeorge, 2002). For example, Ian
Mitchell and colleagues (2014) found that when dimensions of social support were matched
to specific stressors (e.g., injury), stress-buffering effects were observed for perceived but not
received support. Other researchers have also failed to observe main- or stress-buffering
effects of optimally matched support on either performance (Rees et al., 2007) or on
responses to injury (Rees et al., 2010). For example, research led by Paul Freeman and
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colleagues (2009) who delivered a well-matched social support intervention during a round
of golf, demonstrated that this led to significant improvement in the score for only one of the
three high-level golfers who took part in the study.
As with preceding models, this model also fails to conceptualise or account for the
influence of other factors that play a significant role in determining whether social support is
effective. For instance, irrespective of whether dimensions of social support are optimally
matched to the demands of a particular stressor, the social context may dictate whether or not
those types of supportive behaviours are warranted (or even resented). The effectiveness of
optimally matched social support may also partially depend on provider characteristics.
Consider again the example of the golf parent — here the receipt and impact of optimally
matched forms of social support (e.g., for coping with controllable golf-related stressors) may
ultimately depend on the parent’s golfing expertise. One reason for this is that social
contextual factors (e.g., to do with the source and the audience) affect the meaning of support
and hence play a key role in shaping its impact (Burleson & MacGeorge, 2002; Haslam,
Reicher & Levine, 2012; Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999). Accordingly, if we are to
understand the dynamics of what makes social support effective, a theoeretical framework is
needed which not only makes predictions about when and how social support will be
effective, but which also conceptualises and accounts for the influence of relevant social
contextual factors — notably those which pertain to the group-based relationship between
providers and recipients of support.
A Social Identity Approach to Social Support in Sport
By drawing on the stress appraisal and coping literature (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman,
1984), the main and stress-buffering approaches have sought to understand how different
types of social support behaviours contribute to primary and secondary stress appraisals, and
how these impact upon sport-related outcomes. However, a weakness of these approaches is
that their hypotheses are rather rigid. In particular, they are insensitive to social contextual
factors that determine when, how, and why social support is beneficial (Thoits, 2011).
Relatedly, they are all limited by the fact that they construe stress and the experience of social
support in purely personal terms (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). In particular, most research
focuses exclusively on the recipient’s perspective and experience of support as an individual.
However, it is clear that social support occurs between recipients and providers, and the
perceived availability or actual exchange of any social support resources is necessarily
conditioned by the nature of their shared group membership. For example, however optimal
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it might be, one would not expect support provided by a member of a rival team to have the
same meaning or impact as support provided by a trusted teammate.
This speaks to the fact that athletes are never merely ‘passive recipients’ of support.
Importantly, they have support-related preferences, and will often choose how they wish to
seek and use support. Importantly too, these preferences are often grounded in group
memberships and associated social identities. For example, research with indigenous
Australian Football League players found that they saw other players from similar cultural
backgrounds to be their most important source of support (Nicholson et al., 2011). Likewise,
in a study where participants learned to play a new game, their willingness to ask for support
from teammates was influenced by group norms concerning the perceived appropriateness of
this behaviour (Butler, McKimmie & Haslam, 2018). This meant that players were much
more likely to ask for and use support, if their teammates did so too. In this regard, it is also
clear that group memberships place constraints on who is perceived to be eligible for support
(Defreese & Smith, 2013; Cruickshank & Collins, 2013; Fletcher & Wagstaff, 2009; Freeman
& Rees, 2010). More generally, we suggest that the experience of social support in sport is
bound up with the dynamics of group life (Rees et al., 2015), and needs to be understood in
social (i.e., group-based) terms, not just personal terms.
Another weakness of prevailing approaches to social support is that they fail to
explain the capacity for social support to sometimes be the source of stress and harm. Most
readers will be able to recall situations where others’ well-intentioned attempts to provide
support have backfired and made things worse. Along these lines, as we noted above, the
Little League baseballer receiving corrective technical instruction from the coach in front of
his teammates in Figure 10.2 may experience this as embarrassing, punitive, or as an attempt
to assert dominance. More generally, this suggests that there is a need for a theoretical
framework that captures the potential for identity-related processes to transform the
experience of both support and stress (Haslam & Reicher, 2006).
In line with these arguments, in what follows we flesh out a social identity approach
to the study of social support in sport. This builds on prevailing approaches in a number of
ways. First, by seeing support as a synergistic exchange between provider and recipient
(Hayward, Knight & Mellalieu, 2017), the approach recognises the importance of the
identity-based relational perspectives of all those involved in a social support exchange (i.e.,
not only recipients but also providers, onlookers, and other stakeholders; Coussens, Rees &
Freeman, 2015). Second, it provides a framework to explain the influence of the social
environment that speaks to the importance of salient social identities and their associated
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content (e.g., support-related norms) for the meaning and experience of support (Butler et al.,
2018; Rees et al., 2015). Third, the approach provides a framework that explains the
transformative potential of support whereby it can be both profoundly debilitating and
supremely empowering (Haslam & Reicher, 2006).
The importance of social identity for social support was actually reinforced by the
foundational research in this theoretical tradition: the minimal group studies (Tajfel, 1970;
Tajfel, et al., 1971; see Chapter 2 above). Although these studies focused primarily on acts of
discrimination and inter-group competition, they also highlighted the point that social
categorization has implications for supportive behaviour. Specifically, they showed that even
when groups are inherently meaningless, people reliably display favouritism towards
members of their ingroup through the assignment of monetary rewards (while strategically
withholding points from an outgroup; Tajfel, 1978; Turner, 1975). Thus although the studies’
findings are typically framed as providing a window onto the capacity for social identity to
engender discrimination, they can equally — and in many ways more fundamentally — be
seen to show how social identity provides a psychological platform for the provision (or
withholding) of social support (in this case, tangible support).
Of course, the impact of social identity on social support provision is something that
can readily be seen in the world of sport. Consider the 2016 World Triathlon Series in
Cozumel, Mexico where, as Slater and colleagues noted in Chapter 5 above, within sight of
the finish line, Alastair Brownlee of Great Britain gave up his chance to win the final race of
the season, instead choosing to help his struggling brother Jonny across the line (see Figure
5.7). Why would an individual who has trained hard to ensure that he has the best chance of
winning a competition willingly set aside his own opportunity to do so in order to support a
competitor? One answer is that no athlete is ever just ‘an individual’. Instead, the social
identity approach alerts us to the fact that in a range of social contexts — including sporting
ones — how people think, feel and behave is defined by their group membership (i.e., their
social identity as members of the same family, club or team; Tajfel, 1972; Turner, 1982).
As discussed in Chapter 2, when this is the case this serves to transform behaviour so
that it is guided by the perspective, interests, and needs of the ingroup (‘us’) rather than those
of the personal self (‘me’). This also means that when social identity is salient the dynamics
of giving, receiving, and utilising social support are also structured by group membership and
associated social identity-based relationships between relevant actors (i.e., support providers,
recipients, onlookers, and other stakeholders). Indeed, as we see clearly in the case of the
Brownlee brothers, here acts of personal sacrifice can become acts of collective (and
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personal) victory. In the sections below we tease out these arguments to shed more light on
the complex dynamics that dictate the dynamics of social support in sport.

Key point 1: Shared social identity makes social support possible
In line with the key tenets of self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987; Turner et
al., 1994), the foregoing analysis provides a basis for understanding how an emergent sense
of shared social identity (a sense of ‘we-ness’) can (re)shape the nature of the relationship
between providers and recipients of social support. An underlying point here is that, however
people define themselves, they are generally motivated to have — or more particularly to
achieve — a sense of the self as a positive and distinct entity (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This
means, for example, that if a female runner defines herself as an individual then she will want
to see herself as different from, and better than, other athletes — for example, by trying to
win a race in which she is competing against other runners. However, we noted above that
there are a great many contexts where people engage in self-stereotyping (depersonalisation;
Turner, 1982) such that their sense of self is defined by shared group membership (as ‘we’
and ‘us’, rather than ‘I’ and ‘me’). Where this is the case, the motivation for positive
distinctiveness should now manifest itself as a desire to see the ingroup as different from, and
better than, comparison outgroups — for example, by winning a tournament in which our
team is competing against other teams. In this context, one of the key points to note about
social support is that it is a form of behaviour that is broadly oriented towards this collective
goal. That is, it is a manifestation of the aspiration to enhance the interests of a shared social
identity.
This is a basic point that has a number of significant implications. The first is that,
when social identity is salient, people should generally be inclined to support those who are
members of an ingroup more than those who are members of outgroups. This, of course, is a
basic feature of most sporting encounters where fans, coaches, physiotherapists, and sponsors
generally support ‘us’ (whoever us happens to be) rather than ‘them’. This is what was found
in the stripped-down conditions of the minimal group studies (Tajfel et al., 1971), but, as
discussed in Chapter 2, it was also found in studies by Mark Levine and colleagues (2005)
which looked at football fans’ willingness to help a person who had fallen down in front of
them and (seemingly) hurt himself. It was also observed in a study by Michael Platow and
colleagues which found that fans of Australian Rules football gave much more money to a
charitable cause when it appeared to be supported by someone who was a fan of their team
(rather than of a rival team or no team at all; Platow et al., 1999).
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The second point is that social identity also provides a basis for perceived
expectations of support availability (i.e., perceived support; Haslam et al., 1998). More
specifically, in a situation where people define themselves in terms of a particular group
membership (e.g., as ‘us reds’) they typically look to fellow ingroup members to help them
out (e.g., by giving them useful advice or assisting them if they are in difficulty). As a
corollary, though, people generally do not perceive support to be available from outgroup
members. And this means that if they do get support from an outgroup source, it will often be
treated with suspicion because the motivations that drive it are hard to understand. This in
turn is a key reason why, as we noted earlier in the chapter, perceptions of support
availability are often misaligned with the actual provision and receipt of support.
Third, and related to the preceding point, it is also the case that when people provide
support to outgroup members, the quality of received support will often be inferior to the
support provided to ingroup members. For example, the football fans in Platow and
colleagues’ study (1999) gave significantly less money to charitable causes that appeared to
be supported by outgroup members. Likewise, research by René Bekkers (2005) found that
parents were far less likely to volunteer to support community sporting activities once their
children were no longer involved in them. When it comes to sport, the actual provision of
support (e.g., charity) thus often begins — and ends — at home.
Following on from this, a fourth point is that support from outgroups will often prove
to be suboptimal relative to the support provided by ingroups, partly because it is unexpected
and hard to make sense of. In particular, it is unlikely to have the positive effects on wellbeing and performance that the main-effects model suggests, and this is one key reason why
support for this model is generally weak (Haslam et al., 2012).
Putting these things together, the more general point is that social support is always an
achievement that is largely made possible by a sense of shared identity between those who
are party to it (see Figure 10.4). As an example of this point, consider the tendency for
powerlifters to slap each other prior to executing a heavy lift. For those who self-stereotype
as a powerlifter, this form of esteem support is likely to be interpreted favourably and to help
them feel confident and perform well. However, outside the context of this shared identity the
same experience is unlikely to be seen as so supportive and hence unlikely to help a person
perform better. Indeed, it may be quite intimidating in ways that actually impair performance.
The same is true of the gruelling training regimes that coaches design with a view to helping
athletes develop skill and stamina. For the athletes who identify with those coaches and their

Chris Hartley et al.

19

programmes, these are typically experienced as supportive and necessary (see Figure 10.4).
But anyone else would likely experience them as cruel and unusual punishment.
Yet, as noted in Chapter 2, a further key consideration here is that the selfstereotyping process is context-sensitive. This means that the social identities that define a
person’s sense of social identity are not fixed (Oakes, Haslam & Turner, 1994). For example,
the participants in Levine and colleagues’ (2005; Slater et al., 2013) research could selfcategorise — and could be led to self-categorise — as supporters of a particular football team
at one level of abstraction but also define themselves as football supporters at a higher, more
inclusive, level of abstraction. This in turn has implications both for who people offer social
support to as well as who they receive it from. So the passer-by whose identity as a
Manchester United fan had been made salient by the experimenters was far more likely to
stop and help the person who tripped and fell in front of them when that person was wearing
a Manchester United shirt rather than a Liverpool one. However, the Manchester United and
Liverpool fans received the same amount of help (and more than the person who was in a
plain T-shirt) if the passer-by’s social identity as a football fan had been made salient.
This points to the fact that merely ‘having’ a shared social identity is not enough for
support to be received and to be effective; instead that identity must be psychologically
salient in order for it to be harnessed as a useful resource. At the same time too, it speaks to
the capacity for social identity to be redefined in more inclusive ways that allow previously
eschewed and unsupported outgroups to be welcomed inside the tent of a more inclusive
sense of ‘us’. When an opponent is seriously injured, for example, intergroup rivalry will
often give way to shared humanity. Thus when Colin Charvis — the Welsh rugby player —
was knocked out during a 2003 test match between New Zealand and Wales in Hamilton, the
All Blacks player Tana Umaga left his position to roll Charvis into the recovery position and
remove his gum shield
On a larger scale it was this same recategorization process that allowed Everton fans
to reach out in solidarity to their Merseyside rivals after the 1989 Hillsborough disaster in
which 96 Liverpool fans died following a horrific crush in the stands. At the time,
conservative politicians and some sections of the press blamed Liverpool fans for the crush,
but was subsequently shown to have been caused by negligent policing (see Figure 10.4). As
the Everton manager David Motes wrote in his programme notes for the match after
Liverpool fans had been absolved of responsibility for the disaster:
As part of the football family, I, and everybody at Everton, stand alongside the families
who for so long have challenged the authorities over what has now been proved a
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travesty. I am not only a football manager, I’m a football supporter and a father, and I
applaud the families who continued to fight for the ones they loved. (Luckhurst, 2012)

Figure 10.4 Liverpool and Everton fans stand side by side at a Goodison Park memorial
service for victims of the 1989 Hillsborough disaster.
Note: This image speaks to the capacity for fans who typically define themselves in terms of
oppositional social categories to redefine themselves at a higher level of self-categorization when
this makes sense in the situation at hand (in this case due to their shared sense of sorrow and
injustice). Where this happens, the contours of social support can be redefined in powerful ways.
Source: Liverpool Echo

Key point 2: The experience of stress and social support is structured by selfcategorisation
So how exactly do groups come to agree about the forms of social support they want?
As already discussed, social identity theory proposes that when people define themselves as
group members they seek to define themselves and their ingroup positively. Accordingly, it
follows that group members’ understanding of the value of support will be determined by
their sense of the capacity for that support to promote the interests of their ingroup — for
example, in helping to deal with a group-specific problem or with a challenge of historical
relevance to the group.
By way of example, research conducted by the first and third authors of this chapter
with a regional Rugby Academy in Scotland observed that transport challenges were an
ongoing stressor for both players and support staff (in ways that were not true for urban
branches of the same Academy; Hartley & Coffee, 2019b). As a result, members of this
group placed a particular value on social support that helped them tackle these transport
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challenges. Rather than simply being matched in terms of its abstract content (in ways
suggested by the optimal matching approach; Cutrona & Russell, 1990), support thus needs
to match ingroup expectations and needs.
This example also speaks to the fact that in contexts where an athlete’s sense of self is
defined by his or her group membership, stress appraisal will be shaped by the circumstances
of their ingroup not just by those that they face as individuals. In ways suggested by Figure
10.5, this is true for both primary appraisal (where the question is not so much “Is this
stressful for me?” as “Is this stressful for us?”) and secondary stress appraisal (where the
question is not so much “Can I cope?” as “Can we cope?”; Campo et al., 2018; Haslam,
2004; Haslam et al., 2012; Gallagher, Meaney, & Muldoon, 2014; Rees et al., 2015).

Figure 10.5 The role of social identity in primary and secondary stress appraisal
Note: This figure makes the point that whether a person self-categorizes as a group member (vs. as an
individual) is likely to influence their primary stress appraisal by affecting how they interpret a
stressor (in particular, whether they see it as stressful for ‘me’ or for ‘us’). At the same time,
group membership and the nature of that group membership is also likely to influence secondary
stress appraisal by affecting a person’s perceptions of the resources they have available to cope
with a given stressor. In particular, salient group membership is likely to increase their levels of
perceived and received social support.

This observation suggests that the stress-buffering process (and the terms of the
transactional model more generally) will be moderated not only by a perceiver’s salient selfcategorization but also by the resources that a salient ingroup is able to provide. For example,
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observing a poor performance by a football team is likely only to be stressful for those who
identify with that team (Burnett, 2002; Davis & End, 2010; Wann et al., 1999, Wann et al.,
2005). Indeed, those who support a rival team are likely to find the poor performance
eustressing rather than distressing (see Boen et al., Chapter 16 below). Similarly, a person’s
sense of their ability to cope with the stress that the team’s poor performance causes is likely
to be greater to the extent that they get support from fellow ingroup members. So while they
may be consoled by the commiseration and encouragement of a fellow fan, the same words
on the lips of the fan of a rival team may leave them cold or even more depressed. In the
context of coaching too, while the support of trusted team members may increase a person’s
sense of mastery and competence, that of outsiders is more likely to be experienced as
intrusive, controlling, and as undermining an athlete’s sense of autonomy and competence
(Bolger & Amarel, 2007; Bolger, Zukerman, & Kessler, 2000).
Evidence that supports this hypothesis emerges from experimental research by the
second author and colleagues (2004) showing that when they confronted a challenging test,
students were only reassured by feedback that the test would be not be stressful if that
feedback was provided by an ingroup member (i.e., a fellow student; Haslam, Jetten,
O’Brien, & Jacobs, 2004). In health settings too, social identification with support providers
is a critical component of the therapeutic alliance and as such is generally associated with
favourable mental health and wellbeing-related outcomes (Cruwys et al., 2014a; Cruwys et
al., 2014b; see Cruwys et al., Chapter 11 below). Similar patterns are also seen in the domain
of sport. In particular, a series of experiments by Rees and colleagues (2013) found that
encouraging performance feedback in a dart-throwing task helped to improve future
performance when it was delivered by an ingroup member (i.e., a student at the same
university) but not when it was delivered by an outgroup member (i.e., a student at a rival
university).
And speaking to the capacity for social identity to ‘get under the skin’, research by
Jan Häusser and colleagues (2012) showed that students’ physiological responses to a
threatening stressor were attenuated by supportive feedback from others only when the
students were induced to self-categorize in a way that defined those others as ingroup
members. Critically, this meant that when participants were encouraged to self-categorize as
individuals, support proved unhelpful. This speaks to the observation that in sport athletes’
stubborn determination to ‘go it alone’ can often work against them. This, for example, is
something that the American golfer Brandi Jackson recognised in her own early career
where:
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I was afraid to ask for help and I didn’t utilize some very valuable people and resources
who were available to me during that time. There is a healthy level of stubbornness
among athletes that keeps them determined to get better and overcome setbacks, but there
is also an unhealthy level of stubbornness that prevents them from being coachable and
willing to try new things in order to work on the weaker areas of the game.
(Jackson, 2019)
Again, then, we see that whether or not support functions as support depends very
much on the identity-based relationship between support providers and recipients. Amongst
other things, this means that people often resile from seeking out support (especially from
outgroups) because they believe that it will not be helpful or will come at too great a cost to
themselves or their ingroup. As a supporter of the Cork hurling team eloquently put it on a
fan website: “Cork are Cork. They don’t need or want anyone’s support except their own”
(The Free Kick, 2013).

Key point 3: Social identities can constrain access to social support
We have already noted several times that one of social identity theory’s core insights
is that people are generally motivated to define themselves and relevant ingroups positively.
Clearly, though, they do not always succeed in this endeavour — not least because they are
often constrained by social and structural realities that limit opportunities for selfenhancement (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). As one very simple illustration of this point, research
by Nik Steffens and colleagues (2019) found that footballers who play outside their country
of birth need to score 32% more goals in a season to win a ‘player of the season’ award than
players who are locally born. Such data speak to the non-trivial fact that access to support (in
this case esteem support) is structured by group membership — so that it is harder to obtain
for members of some groups than it is for members of other groups. This indeed is the central
theme in ongoing debate about racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination in sport
(e.g., based on class, sexuality, and religion; Hardin, Genovese, & Yu, 2009; Krane &
Barber, 2003).
At the same time, it would be a mistake to assume that shared social identities always
leads to favourable support-related outcomes. Indeed, despite a considerable amount of
support often being available (e.g., in the form of holistic programmes that provide them with
education, career development experience, and proactive mental health awareness; Lavallee,
2005, 2019), there are many cases where athletes report feeling inadequately supported
within their own teams and sports. So, what’s the issue? One problem is that the receipt of
support can sometimes be seen to be inconsistent with ingroup norms. For example, athletes
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in groups that embrace masculine norms (e.g., of ‘toughness’) may experience barriers to
seeking out social support that attends to their emotional or physical needs. Amongst other
things, such norms have been found to be a barrier to male athletes seeking out mental health
support (Moreland, Coxe, & Yang, 2018) as well as treatment for concussion (Kroshus,
Kubzansky, Goldman, & Austin, 2014).

Figure 10.6 Social identity can get in the way of support seeking
Note: An athlete may be unwilling to seek support if this is seen to be inconsistent with the norms of a
group with which they identify (e.g., norms of toughness).
Source: Pxhere

More generally, the way people engage with social support behaviours depends on
how they define the self. Specifically, to the extent that a person defines themselves as a
member of a given group, then the defining features of that group (i.e., its identity content —
e.g., the values, norms, and ideals that characterise the meaning of that group; Cerulo, 1995)
will shape their understanding of social support (and much else besides). This means that
what support is expected to look like — and hence what counts as support — may be very
different for a group of French rugby players, say, and a junior softball team.
As research by the first and third author suggests, this process influences athletes’
responses to multiple facets of support including (a) its design (e.g., their acceptance of what
it is trying to achieve), (b) its provision (e.g., their satisfaction with the way it is delivered),
and (c) its receipt (e.g., their interpretation of its impact; Hartley & Coffee, 2019b). Groups,
differ, for example, in what they want the support to achieve, who they want the support to be
provided by, and how gratitude should be demonstrated for receiving such support. In other
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words, when they identify with a given group, athletes’ membership of that group will shape
their sense of what social support behaviours are normal (Butler et al., 2018). As research by
Tamara Butler (2016) shows, this can facilitate engagement with support when that support is
seen to affirm ingroup identity, but lead to disengagement if support is seen to conflict with
the prescriptions of ingroup identity.
Along these same lines, research suggests that identity threat can drive athletes’
concerns that engaging with atypical forms of social support (e.g., mental health support) will
threaten a core characteristic of the ingroup (e.g., athletic ‘toughness’) and therefore be
embarrassing or attract social disapproval from other ingroup members (Tarrant & Campbell,
2007; see also Salvatore et al., Chapter 8 above). To the extent that this is the case it is likely
to aggravate individuals’ stress responses. Moreover, by appearing to signal an inability to
cope with, or conform to, group norms, support-seeking can compromise a person’s sense of
self-esteem (Fisher, Nadler, & Whitcher-Alagna, 1982) because it threatens their standing
within the group (e.g., leading them to fear deselection; Nadler, 2002; Nadler & Halabi,
2006). For example, research in medical settings has observed that trainee doctors are often
unwilling to seek help because the possibility of engaging with professional support units
evokes identity-threatening stigma in being seen to be incompatible with the ingroup
characteristic of ‘performing at work despite stress or illness’ (Wainwright et al., 2017).
Likewise, in the context of sport, many athletes shun support — both on and off the field —
for fear of how they will appear to their teammates. As the Ohio State footballer Jarrod
Barnes observed when reflecting on his own unwillingness to get help with his academic
studies:
It goes back to fear of failure. In class, you don’t want to seem dumb if you don’t know
the answer so you don’t answer and don’t participate... I was afraid to ask for help
because I didn’t know if the professor would view me differently. I didn’t engage with
my peers because I was afraid of looking stupid.
(Chenoweth, 2016)
Conclusion
A key message of this chapter is that the dynamics of what makes social support
effective are heavily conditioned by the social identities that inform this process in ways
specified by both social identity and self-categorization theories. Apart from anything else,
this fact helps explain why support for the mainstream approaches to social support that we
reviewed in the first half of this chapter is often very mixed. For while social support
certainly has the capacity to ameliorate stress, whether or not is does depends critically on the
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identity-based relationship between support providers and recipients. As we saw in the
second half of the chapter, this means that support really only ‘works’ when it is provided by
a person or group with whom a person sees themselves as sharing social identity. If this is not
the case then support will often be unhelpful and may even prove counterproductive. At the
same time, though, we saw that even when it is provided by an ingroup source, support can
still be ineffective if it is seen as inconsistent with ingroup norms or as threatening to a
person’s standing within the group. All this means that the dynamics of support are both
complex and nuanced — so that where it is effective support needs to be recognised as a
supreme collaborative achievement rather than as something to be taken for granted.
Yet while the social identity approach offers a comprehensive framework for
rethinking the psychology of social support in sport, it remains the case that many of the key
points we have outlined remain to be properly tested in this domain. Moreover, although key
support providers within the sport environment clearly value support, most evince a rather
unsophisticated orientation to this process (Knights & Ruddock-Hudson, 2016). Many thus
adopt a ‘support is support is support’ approach, where we have suggested that what the field
needs is an approach that is altogether more sensitive to the ways in which precisely the same
support can be both supportive and unsupportive depending on social contextual factors that
structure the identities of those who are party to it.
One very basic practical conclusion that this leads us to is that those who are
interested in providing effective support to athletes need to attend closely to the identitybased perspectives that key stakeholders bring to this process — not only athletes themselves
but also friends and family, support staff, and professional bodies. In line with this point, in
some of our own research we have found that attention of this form is beneficial because it
helps to build a sense of shared identity that improves the perceived credibility and
trustworthiness of the support that is on offer and provides a platform both for shared
understanding and for shared endeavour (Hartley & Coffee, 2019b). In short, helping athletes
to better understand ‘who we are’ is a good basis for them being able to understand ‘how we
can help’.

Chris Hartley et al.

27

References
Abgarov, A., Jeffrey-Tosoni, S., Baker, J., & Fraser-Thomas, J. (2012). Understanding social
support throughout the injury process among interuniversity swimmers. Journal of
Intercollegiate Sport, 5, 213–229.
Arnold, R., Edwards, T., & Rees, T. (2018). Organizational stressors, social support, and
implications for subjective performance in high-level sport. Psychology of Sport &
Exercise 39, 204–212.
Bakker, A. B., Oerlemans, W., Demerouti, E., Slot, B. B., & Ali, D. M. (2011). Flow and
performance: A study among talented Dutch soccer players. Psychology of Sport and
Exercise, 12, 442–450.
Barth, J., Schneider, S., & von Kanel, R. (2010). Lack of social support in the etiology and
the prognosis of coronary heart disease: a systematic review and meta-analysis.
Psychosomatic Medicine, 72, 229–238.
Bekkers, R. H. F. P. (2005). Charity begins at home: How socialization experiences influence
giving and volunteering. Paper presented at the 34th Arnova Annual Conference,
Washington DC. November 17-20.
Berkman, L. F., & Syme, S. L. (1979). Social networks, host resistance, and mortality: A
nine-year follow-up study of Alameda County residents. American Journal of
Epidemiology, 109, 186–204.
Bianco, T., & Eklund, R. C. (2001). Conceptual considerations for social support research in
sport and exercise settings: the case of sports injury. Journal of Sport & Exercise
Psychology, 23, 85–107.
Bolger, N., & Amarel, D. (2007). Effects of social support visibility on adjustment to stress:
Experimental evidence. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92, 458–475.
Bolger, N., Zuckerman, A., & Kessler, R. C. (2000). Invisible support and adjustment to
stress. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79, 953–961.
Bos, C. (2017). Derek Redmond - The Day that Changed My Life. Awesome Stories.
Retrieved from http://www.awesomestories.com/asset/view/Derek-Redmond-The-Daythat-Changed-My-Life (Accessed October 6th, 2019).
Burleson, B. R. (2003). Emotional support skill. In J. O. Greene & B. R. Burleson (Eds.),
Handbook of communication and social interaction skills (pp.551-594). Mahwah:
Erlbaum.
Burleson, B. R., & MacGeorge, E. L. (2002). Supportive communication. In M. L. Knapp &
J. A. Daly (Eds.), Handbook of interpersonal communication (pp.374-424). Thousand
Oaks: Sage Publications.
Burnett, C. (2002). The ‘black cat’ of South African soccer and the Chiefs-Pirates conflict. In
E. Dunning, P. Murphy, I. Waddington & A. E. Astrinakis (Eds.). Fighting fans. Football
hooliganism as a world phenomenon (pp.174-189). Dublin: University College Dublin.
Butler, T. L. (2016). Investigating and overcoming barriers to seeking intragroup support.
Unpublished PhD thesis: University of Queensland.
Butler, T. L., Mckimmie, B. M., & Haslam, S. A. (2018). The approach-avoidance dilemma
at the heart of group-based support: Evidence that group identification increases
willingness to seek support at the same time that identity-based support threat reduces it.
European Journal of Social Psychology, 49, 31-46.

10: Social Support

28

Campo, M., Martinent, G., Pellet, J., Boulanger, J., Louvet, B., & Nicolas, M. (2018).
Emotion–performance relationships in team sport: the role of personal and social
identities. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 13, 629-635.
Carson, F., & Polman, R. (2012). Experiences of professional rugby union players returning
to competition following anterior cruciate ligament reconstruction. Physical Therapy in
Sport, 13, 35–40.
Cerulo, K. A. (1995). Identity designs: The sights and sounds of a nation. New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press.
Chenoweth, R. (2016). Jarrod Barnes: PhD student, football player, paradigm changerThe
Ohio State University. Retrieved from https://ehe.osu.edu/news/listing/jarrod-barnes-phdstudent-football-player-paradigm-changer/ (Accessed October 7th, 2019).
Clawson, A. H., Borrelli, B., McQuaid, E. L., & Dunsiger, S. (2016). The role of caregiver
social support, depressed mood, and perceived stress in changes in pediatric secondhand
smoke exposure and asthma functional morbidity following an asthma exacerbation.
Health Psychology, 35, 541–551.
Cohen, S., & Wills, T. A. (1985). Stress, social support, and the buffering hypothesis.
Psychological Bulletin, 98, 310–357.
Cohen, S., Underwood, L. G, & Gottlieb, B. H. (2000) Social support measurement and
intervention: A guide for health and social scientists. New York: Oxford University
Press.
Coussens, A. H., Rees, T., & Freeman, P. (2015). Applying generalizability theory to
examine the antecedents of perceived coach support. Journal of Sport & Exercise
Psychology, 37, 51–62.
Cox, T. (1978). Stress. London: MacMillan.
Cruickshank, A., & Collins, D. (2013). Culture change in elite sport performance: An
important and unique construct. Sport & Exercise Psychology Review, 9, 6–21.
Cruwys, T., Haslam, S. A., Dingle, G. A., Haslam, C., & Jetten, J. (2014a). Depression and
social identity: an integrative review. Personality & Social Psychology Review, 18, 215–
238.
Cruwys, T., Haslam, S., Dingle, G. A, Jetten, J., Hornsey, M. J., Desdemona Chong, E. M.,
Oei, T.P. (2014b). Feeling connected again: Interventions that increase social
identification reduce depression symptoms in community and clinical settings. Journal of
Affective Disorders, 159, 139–146.
Cutrona, C. E. & Russell, D. W. (1990). Type of social support and specific stress: Toward a
theory of optimal matching. In B. R. Sarason, I. G. Sarason & G. R. Pierce (Eds.), Social
support: An interactional view (pp. 319-366). New York: John Wiley.
Davis, M. C., & End, C. M. (2010). A winning proposition: The economic impact of
successful national football league franchises. Economic Inquiry, 48, 39–50.
DeFreese, J. D., & Smith, A. L. (2013). Teammate social support, burnout, and selfdetermined motivation in collegiate athletes. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 14(2),
258–265.
DeFreese, J. D., & Smith, A. L. (2014). Athlete social support, negative social interactions
and psychological health across a competitive sport season. Journal of Sport & Exercise
Psychology, 36(6), 619–630.

Chris Hartley et al.

29

Fisher, J., Nadler, A., & Whitcher-Alagna, S. (1982). Recipient reaction to aid. Psychological
Bulletin, 91, 27–54.
Fletcher, D., & Sarkar, M. (2012). A grounded theory of psychological resilience in Olympic
champions. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 13, 669–678.
Fletcher, D., & Wagstaff, C. R. D. (2009). Organizational psychology in elite sport: Its
emergence, application and future. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 10, 427–434.
Fletcher, D., Hanton, S., & Mellalieu, S.D. (2006). An organizational stress review:
Conceptual and theoretical issues in competitive sport. In S. Hanton, S. D. Mellalieu
(Eds.). Literature reviews in sport psychology (pp.321-373). New York: Nova Science.
Folkman, S., & Moskowitz, J. T. (2004). Coping: Pitfalls and promise. Annual Review of
Psychology, 55, 745–774.
Freeman, P., & Rees, T. (2008). The effects of perceived and received support upon objective
performance outcome. European Journal of Sport Science, 8, 359–368.
Freeman, P., & Rees, T. (2009). How does perceived support lead to better performance? An
examination of potential mechanisms. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 21, 429–441.
Freeman, P., & Rees, T. (2010). Perceived social support from team-mates: Direct and stressbuffering effects on self-confidence. European Journal of Sport Science, 10, 59–67.
Freeman, P., Coffee, P., Moll, T., Rees, T., & Sammy, N. (2014). The ARSQ: The athletes'
received support questionnaire. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 36, 189–202.
Freeman, P., Coffee, P., & Rees, T. (2011). The PASS-Q: The perceived available support in
sport questionnaire. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 33, 54–74.
Freeman, P., Rees, T., & Hardy, L. (2009). An intervention to increase social support and
improve performance. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 21, 186–200.
Gallagher, S., Meaney, S., & Muldoon, O. T. (2014). Social identity influences stress
appraisals and cardiovascular reactions to acute stress exposure. British Journal of Health
Psychology, 19, 566–579.
Gottlieb, B. H., & Bergen, A. E. (2010). Social support concepts and measures. Journal of
Psychosomatic Research, 69, 511–520.
Gould, D., Greenleaf, C., Chung, Y., & Guinan, D. (2002). A survey of U.S. Atlanta and
Nagano Olympians: Variables perceived to influence performance. Research Quarterly
for Exercise and Sport, 73, 175–186.
Grolnick, W. S. (2002). The psychology of parental control: How well-meant parenting
backfires. New York: Psychology Press.
Gustafsson, H., DeFreese, J. D., & Madigan, D. J. (2017). Athlete burnout: Review and
recommendations. Current Opinion in Psychology, 16, 109–113.
Hardin, M., Genovese, J., & Yu, N. (2009). Privileged to be on camera: Sports broadcasters
assess the role of social identity in the profession. Electronic News, 3, 80-93.
Hartley, C., & Coffee, P. (2019a). Perceived and received dimensional support: Main and
stress-buffering effects on dimensions of burnout. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 1724.
Hartley, C., & Coffee, P. (2019b). A provider-recipient perspective on how social identity
influences the design, provision, and receipt of social support. Paper presented at the
Second International Conference on Social Identity in Sport, University of Stirling.
Haslam, S. A. (2004). Psychology in organizations: The social identity approach (2nd Ed.).
Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

10: Social Support

30

Haslam, S. A., Jetten, J., O’Brien, A., & Jacobs, E. (2004). Social identity, social influence,
and reactions to potentially stressful tasks: Support for the self-categorization model of
stress. Stress and Health, 20, 3–9.
Haslam, S. A., McMahon, C., Cruwys, T., Haslam, C., Greenaway, K., Jetten, J., & Steffens,
N. K. (2018). Social cure, what social cure? The propensity to underestimate the
importance of social factors for health. Social Science & Medicine, 198, 14-21.
Haslam, S. A., & Reicher, S. D. (2006). Stressing the group: Social identity and the unfolding
dynamics of responses to stress. Journal of Applied Psychology, 91, 1037-1052.
Haslam, S. A, Reicher, S. D., & Levine, M. (2012). When other people are heaven, when
other people are hell: How social identity determines the nature and impact of social
support. In J. Jetten, C. Haslam, & S. A. Haslam (Eds.), The social cure: Identity, health
and well-being (pp.157-174). Philadelphia: Psychology Press.
Haslam, S. A., Turner, J. C., Oakes, P. J., McGarty, C., & Reynolds, K. J. (1998). The group
as a basis for emergent stereotype consensus. European Review of Social Psychology, 8,
203–239.
Häusser, J. Kattenstroth, M., Van Dick, R. & Mojzisch, A. (2012). “We” are not stressed:
Social identity in groups buffers neuroendocrine stress reactions. Journal of Experimental
Social Psychology, 48, 973–977.
Hayward, F. P. I., Knight, C. J., & Mellalieu, S. D., (2017). A longitudinal examination of
stressors, appraisals, and coping in youth swimming. Psychology of Sport and Exercise,
29, 56–68.
Hobfoll, S. E. (1988). The ecology of stress. Washington: Hemisphere.
Holt, N. L., & Hoar, S. D. (2006). The multidimensional construct of social support. In S.
Hanton & S. D. Mellalieu (Eds.), Literature reviews in sport psychology (pp.199-225).
Hauppauge: Nova Science.
Holt-Lunstad, J., Smith, T. B., & Layton, B. (2010) Social relationships and mortality: A
meta-analysis. PLoS Medicine, 7, e1000316.
Jackson, B. (2019). Professional golf tour life. Women’s Golf. Retreived from
https://www.womensgolf.com/tour-life-brandi-jackson (Accessed September 23, 2019).
Knight, C. J., & Holt, N. L. (2014). Parenting in youth tennis: Understanding and enhancing
children’s experiences. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 15, 155–164.
Knights, S., & Rudduck-Hudson, M. (2016). Experiences of occupational stress and social
support in Australian Football League senior coaches. International Journal of Sports
Science & Coaching, 11, 162–171.
Krane, V., & Barber, H. (2003). Lesbian experiences in sport: A social identity perspective.
Quest, 55, 328-346.
Kristiansen, E., & Roberts, G. C. (2010). Young elite athletes and social support: Coping
with competitive and organizational stress in “Olympic” competition. Scandinavian
Journal of Medicine & Science in Sports, 20, 686–695.
Kroshus, E., Kubzansky, L. D., Goldman, R. E., & Austin, S. B. (2014). Norms, athletic
identity, and concussion symptom under-reporting among male collegiate ice hockey
players: A prospective cohort study. Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 49, 95-103.

Chris Hartley et al.

31

Lakey, B. (2010). Social support: Basic research and new strategies for intervention. In J. E.
Maddux & J. P. Tangney (Eds.), Social psychological foundations of clinical psychology
(pp. 177-194). New York: Guilford.
Lakey, B., & Cronin, A. (2008). Low social support and major depression: Research, theory
and methodological issues. In K. S. Dobson & D. Dozois (Eds.), Risk factors for
depression (pp. 385-408). San Diego: Academic Press.
Lakey, B., & Orehek, E. (2011). Relational regulation theory: A new approach to explain the
link between perceived social support and mental health. Psychological Review, 118,
482– 495.
Lavallee, D. (2005). The effect of a life development intervention on sports career transition
adjustment. The Sport Psychologist, 19, 193–202.
Lavallee, D. (2019). Engagement in Sport Career Transition Planning Enhances Performance.
Journal of Loss and Trauma, 24, 1–8.
Lazarus, R. S. (1999). Stress and emotion: A new synthesis. New York: Springer.
Lazarus, R. S., & Folkman, S. (1984). Stress appraisal and coping. New York: Springer.
Levine, R. M., Prosser, A., Evans, D. & Reicher, S. D. (2005). Identity and emergency
intervention: How social group membership and inclusiveness of group boundaries
shapes helping behavior. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 31, 443–453.
Lu, F. J. H., Lee, W. P., Chang, Y., Chou, C., Hsu, Y., Lin, J., & Gill, D. L. (2016).
Interaction of athletes’ resilience and coaches’ social support on the stress-burnout
relationship: A conjunctive moderation perspective. Psychology of Sport & Exercise, 22,
202–209.
Luckhurst, S. (2012). Everton display Liverpool city solidarity with Hillsborough tribute.
Huffington Post (September 18). Huffington Post. Retrieved from:
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2012/09/18/everton-display-liverpool-city-solidarityhillsborough_n_1892438.html (Accessed September 21, 2019)
Mitchell, I., Evans, L., Rees. T., & Hardy, L. (2014). Stressors, social support and the
buffering hypothesis: Effects on psychological responses of injured athletes. British
Journal of Health Psychology, 19, 486–508.
Moreland, J. J., Coxe, K. A., & Yang, J. (2018). Collegiate athletes' mental health services
utilization: A systematic review of conceptualizations, operationalizations, facilitators,
and barriers. Journal of Sport and Health Science, 7, 58-69.
Nadler, A. (2002). Inter-group helping relations as power relations: Maintaining or
challenging social dominance between groups through helping. Journal of Social Issues,
58, 487–502.
Nadler, A., & Halabi, S. (2006). Intergroup helping as status relations: Effects of status
stability, identification, and type of help on receptivity to high-status group's help.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 91, 97–110.
Nadler, A., & Jeffrey, D. (1986). The role of threat to self-esteem and perceived control in
recipient reaction to help: Theory development and empirical validation. Advances in
Experimental Social Psychology, 19, 81-122
Nicholson, M., Hoye, R., & Gallant, D. (2011). The provision of social support for elite
indigenous athletes in Australian football. Journal of Sport Management, 25, 131–142.

10: Social Support

32

Oakes, P. J., Haslam, S. A., & Turner, J. C. (1994). Stereotyping and social reality. Oxford:
Blackwell.
Pinquart, M., & Duberstein, P. R. (2010). Associations of social networks with cancer
mortality: a meta-analysis. Critical Reviews in Oncology/Hematology, 75, 122e137.
Platow, M. J., Durante, M., Williams, N., Garrett, M., Walshe, J., Cincotta, S., & Barutchu,
A. (1999). The contribution of sport fan social identity to the production of prosocial
behavior. Group Dynamics: Theory, Research and Practice, 3, 161-169.
Raedeke, T. D., & Smith, A. L. (2004). Coping resources and athlete burnout: An
examination of stress mediated and moderation hypotheses. Journal of Sport & Exercise
Psychology, 26, 525–541.
Rees, T. (2016). Social support in sport psychology. In R. J. Schinke, K. R. McGannon & B.
Smith (Eds.), Routledge International Handbook of Sports Psychology (pp. 505-515).
Routledge: Abingdon.
Rees, T., & Freeman, P. (2007). The effects of perceived and received support on selfconfidence. Journal of Sports Sciences, 25, 1057–1065.
Rees, T., & Freeman, P. (2009). Social support moderates the relationship between stressors
and task performance through self-efficacy. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology,
28, 244–263.
Rees, T., & Freeman, P. (2010). The effect of experimentally provided social support on golfputting performance. The Sport Psychologist, 18, 333–348.
Rees, T., & Hardy, L. (2000). An investigation of the social support experiences of high-level
sports performers. The Sport Psychologist, 14, 327–347.
Rees, T., & Hardy, L. (2004). Matching social support with stressors: Effects on factors
underlying performance in tennis. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 5, 319–337.
Rees, T., Hardy, L., & Freeman, P. (2007). Stressors, social support and effects upon
performance in golf. Journal of Sports Sciences, 25, 33–42.
Rees, T., Hardy, L., Güllich, A., Abernethy, B, Côté, J., Woodman, T., Montgomery, H.,
Laing, S., & Warr, C. (2016). The Great British medalists project: A review of current
knowledge into the development of the world’s best sporting talent. Sports Medicine, 46,
1041-1058.
Rees, T., Haslam, S. A., Coffee, P., & Lavallee, D. (2015). A social identity approach to sport
psychology: Principles, practice, and prospects. Sports Medicine, 45, 1083–1096.
Rees, T., Mitchell, I., Evans, L., & Hardy, L. (2010). Stressors, social support and
psychological responses to sport injury in high- and low-performance standard
participants. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 11, 505–512.
Rees, T., Salvatore, J., Coffee, P., Haslam, S. A., Sargent, A., & Dobson, T. (2013).
Reversing downward performance spirals. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology,
49, 400–403.
Rueger, S. Y., Malecki, C. K., Pyun, Y., Aycock, C., & Coyle, S. (2016). A meta-analytical
review of the association between perceived social support and depression in childhood
and adolescence. Psychological Bulletin, 142, 1017–1067.
Sanders, P., & Winter, S. (2016). Going pro: Exploring adult triathletes’ transitions into elite
sport. Sport, Exercise, and Performance Psychology, 5, 193–205.

Chris Hartley et al.

33

Sarason, B. R., Pierce, G. R., & Sarason, I. G. (1990). Social support: The sense of
acceptance and the role of relationships. In B. R. Sarason, I. G. Sarason & G. R. Pierce
(Eds.), Social support: An interactional view (pp.97-128). New York: Wiley.
Sarason, I. G., & Sarason, B. R. (1986). Experimentally provided social support. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 50, 1222–1225.
Sarason, I. G., Sarason, B. R., & Pierce, G. R. (1990). Social support, personality and
performance. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 2, 117–127.
Sarkar, M., & Fletcher, D. (2014). Ordinary magic, extraordinary performance: Psychological
resilience and thriving in high achievers. Sport, Exercise, and Performance Psychology,
3, 46–60.
Schwarzer, R., & Leppin, A. (1991). Social support and health: A theoretical and empirical
overview. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 8, 99–127.
Sheridan, D., Coffee, P., & Lavallee, D. (2014). A systematic review of social support in
youth sport. International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 7, 198–228.
Shumaker, S. A., & Brownell, A. (1984). Toward a theory of social support: Closing
conceptual gaps. Journal of Social Issues, 40, 11–36.
Slater, M., Rovira, A., Southern, R., Swapp, D., Zhang, J. J., Campbell, C., & Levine M.
(2013). Bystander responses to a violent incident in an immersive virtual environment.
PLoS One, 8(1), e52766.
Steffens, N. K., Crimston, C., Haslam, S. A., Slater, M. J., & Fransen, K. (2019). Moving
goalposts: Social group membership is a basis for recognizing exceptional sports
performance. Unpublished manuscript: University of Queensland.
Tajfel, H. (1970). Experiments in intergroup discrimination. Scientific American, 223, 96–
102.
Tajfel, H. (1972). Social categorization. In S. Moscovici (Ed.), Introduction a la psychologie
sociale (pp.272-302). Paris: Larouse.
Tajfel, H. (1978). Differentiation between social groups: Studies in the social psychology of
intergroup relations. London: Academic Press.
Tajfel, H., Flament, C., Billig, M. G., & Bundy, R. F. (1971). Social categorization and
intergroup behaviour. European Journal of Social Psychology, 1, 149–177.
Tajfel, H., & Turner J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. In W. G.
Austin & S. Worchel (Eds.), The social psychology of intergroup relations (pp.33-48).
Monterey: Brooks/Cole.
Tarrant, M., & Campbell, E. (2007). Responses to within-group criticism: Does past
adherence to group norms matter? European Journal of Social Psychology, 37, 1187–
1202.
The Free Kick (2013). Discussion board: Sign in Cork backers. Retrieved from
https://tfk.thefreekick.com/t/sign-in-cork-backers/17905/3 (Accessed 26 September 2019)
Thomas, O., Lane, A., & Kingston, K. (2011). Defining and contextualizing robust sportconfidence. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 23, 189-208.
Thoits, P. A (2011). Mechanisms linking social ties and support to physical and mental
health. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 52, 145–161.
Turner, J. C. (1975). Social comparison and social identity: Some prospects for intergroup
behavior. European Journal of Social Psychology, 5, 5–34.

10: Social Support

34

Turner, J. C. (1982). Towards a cognitive redefinition of the social group. In H. Tajfel (Ed.),
Social identity and intergroup relations (pp.15-40). Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
Turner, J. C., Hogg, M. A., Oakes, P. J., Reicher, S. D., & Wetherell, M. S. (1987).
Rediscovering the social group: A self-categorization theory. Oxford and New York:
Blackwell.
Turner, J. C., Oakes, P. J., Haslam, S. A., & McGarty, C. A. (1994). Self and collective:
Cognition and social context. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 20, 454–463.
Uchino, B. N. (2009). Understanding the links between social support and physical health: A
lifespan perspective with emphasis on the separability of perceived and received support.
Perspectives in Psychological Science, 4, 236–255.
Udry, E., Gould, D., Bridges, D., & Tuffey, S. (1997). People helping people? Examining the
social ties of athletes coping with burnout and injury stress. Journal of Sport & Exercise
Psychology, 19, 368–395.
Viswesvaran, C., Sanchez, J. I., & Fisher, J. (1999). The role of social support in the process
of work stress: A meta-analysis. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 54, 314–334.
Wainwright, E., Fox, F., Breffni, T., Taylor, G., & O’Connor, M. (2017). Coming back from
the edge: a qualitative study of a professional support unit for junior doctors. BMC
Medical Education, 17, 142.
Wann, D. L., Culver, Z., Akanda, R., Daglar, M., De Divitiis, C., & Smith, A. (2005). The
effects of team identification and game outcome on willingness to consider anonymous
acts of hostile aggression. Journal of Sport Behavior, 28, 282–294.
Wann, D. L., Peterson, R. R., Cothran, C., & Dykes, M. (1999). Sport fan aggression and
anonymity: The importance of team identification. Social Behavior and Personality: An
International Journal, 27, 597–602.
Wills, T. A., & Shinar, O. (2000). Measuring perceived and received social support. In S.
Cohen, L. G. Underwood & B. H. Gottlieb (Eds.), Social support measurement and
intervention: A guide for health and social scientists (pp. 86-135). New York: Oxford
University Press.

