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SPORT PSYCHOLOGY AS CULTURAL PRAXIS:  
FUTURE TRAJECTORIES AND CURRENT POSSIBILITIES 

 
Introduction 

The late 1990s and turn of the 21st century witnessed sport psychologists rumi-
nating about the future of the discipline. Performance enhancement and mental simula-
tion were firmly established as the primary emphasis of sport psychology theory and 
practice. This, in combination with a consideration of the athlete as a unified indivi-
dual, the utilization of quantitative research methods, and an accepted divergence of 
academic and applied sport psychology, constituted a mainstream, traditional psycho-
logy of sport that exists to the present day. However, there are a number of current de-
velopments and proposals (interdisciplinarity, consideration of gender and power issu-
es, etc.) that have begun to introduce new, distinctly untraditional trajectories for sport 
psychology. Silva (2001), therefore, observed that “[s]port psychology is at a vital 
crossroads;” and that “[d]ecisions made in this decade will determine the futu-
re…growth of sport psychology on a global level” (p. 830). As a result, a number of 
prominent scholars in the field have attempted to predict future trajectories for sport 
psychology (c.f., Silva, 2001; Williams & Straub, 2001) and many of them point to 
new directions rather than a continuation of traditional approaches and characteristics. 
Figures like Daniel Gould, Terry Orlick, John Silva, and Robert Weinberg, for exam-
ple, appear to be in agreement that sport psychology will forge links with other related 
fields such as exercise science, counseling, and psychology and that strongly interrela-
ted programs or even interdisciplinary programs will emerge as a result. They also anti-
cipate that applied sport psychology will bridge the gap between research and practice, 
that research will increasingly be conducted in naturalistic settings and sport-simula-
ting lab situations (as opposed to the purely artificial environment of the traditional la-
boratory), and that there will be a shift toward the educational model, as opposed to the 
clinical model, of sport psychology consulting (Silva & Weinberg, 1984; Williams & 
Straub, 2001).  

Another set of figures, like Brenda Bredemeier, Diane Gill, Vikki Krane and Ca-
role Oglesby, have contributed to the evolution of an emerging feminist sport psycho-
logy. These individuals have initiated a new dialogue on the future of sport psycho-
logy, one that predicts the growing importance of such issues as interdisciplinarity, 
gender and social difference in general and issues of power and representation in rese-
arch and in the field of sport in particular. Their efforts began to open up traditional 
sport psychology to critical epistemologies and qualitative research methodologies. It is 
testimony to the importance and growing influence of feminist work in the field that 
apart from individual essays, an entire issue of The Sport Psychologist was recently de-
voted to the topic of feminist sport psychology.  
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In other areas of sport studies, exciting innovative work has been done on the in-
tersection of cultural studies, philosophy, history and sociology of sport. Sport studies 
scholars such as David Andrews, Cheryl Cole, William Morgan and Patricia Vertinsky, 
for example, injected critical approaches into their fields by undertaking analyses of 
sporting practices as cultural phenomena, in conjunction with political economy, ideo-
logy, and power relations. In a similar vein, the intersection of cultural studies and 
sport psychology offers new trajectories for the future work in our field.  

In this paper, I draw on a recent Handel Kashope Wright paper (Ryba &Wright, 
2005) to discuss the possibility of (re)conceptualizing sport psychology by means of its 
articulation with cultural studies. Specifically, a heuristic “model” of cultural studies as 
praxis, developed by Wright, is drawn upon to problematise the privileged modern sta-
tus of sport psychological discourse (i.e., institutionalized, positivistic, white, male, 
middle class and elitist) and propose a sport psychology as cultural praxis discourse as 
yet another possible future for the field.  

 
What is sport psychology as cultural praxis? 

Sport psychology as cultural praxis is the discourse and practice that is currently 
evolving out of a traditional sport psychological discourse. It pushes our singular “sci-
entific” discipline to become one that draws on and crosses a number of disciplines 
(e.g., sociology, history, philosophy and public policy, among others). In other words, 
it is interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, focused on issues of sociocultural difference 
and social justice (with a particular emphasis on a reconceptualization of the athlete’s 
identity), blends theoretical and practice work together in praxis and favors forms of 
progressive qualitative research, such as what Patti Lather (1991) has called “research 
as praxis” (Ryba & Wright, 2005).  

It is significant to note that inter/anti/post/disciplinarity are integral characteri-
stics of cultural studies. Interdisciplinary projects within a cultural studies paradigm 
display a variety of theoretical and methodological approaches since the investigated 
issues are considered to be more important than the disciplinary constraints placed on 
what questions one can ask and examine within an individual discipline. When cultural 
studies intersects with sport psychology, the resulting articulation pushes sport psycho-
logy out of a “theoretical and methodological monoculture, which is still too dominant 
in our field” (Stelter, 2005, p. 15), into becoming an aspect of multicultural inter/an-
ti/post/disciplinarity. “Doing” sport psychology this way opens up the field to new re-
search topics and pressing questions facing contemporary sporting culture. In addition, 
this theoretically and methodologically expansive version of sport psychology provides 
a vantage point for the entry of psychology of sport into the arena of interdisciplinary 
(post)sport studies.  

One of the effects of the articulation of sport psychology with cultural studies 
(which has been increasingly informed by poststructuralist and postmodern theorizing) 
is that the (re)examination of identity in general and the identity of the athlete in parti-
cular becomes a central concern. Sport psychology, as a discourse that “focuses on the 
individual” (Gill, 2000, p. 228), is intimately connected to the theorization of the athle-
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te’s identity and subjectivity. Thus, the way the individual (or in poststructuralist/post-
modern terms, the subject) is theorized is not merely central to the psychology of sport 
but also determines the focus of its research and practice (in terms of pedagogy, metho-
dology, research methods and theoretical frame). Various poststructuralist and postmo-
dern perspectives offer a theorization of the subject, which is radically different from 
the liberal humanist perspective that is central to Western academic and civic discour-
ses (Weedon, 1997) and is still taken for granted by the European sport psychological 
discourse. By default, then, postmodern and poststructuralist theorizing disrupts and 
problematises the dominant sport psychological perspective on the individual and the 
modern understanding of sporting structure and athletic experience.  

Generally speaking, sport psychologists tend to operate with a psycho-social vi-
ew of the individual and to rely on the interactional mode of analysis. Weinberg and 
Gould (2003), for example, proposed three levels of personality structure (i.e., the 
psychological core, typical responses and role-related behavior) that encompass an “in-
ternal/constant – external/dynamic” continuum. This conception of the individual is 
consistent with the humanist belief in what poststructuralists would describe as essen-
tial subjectivity, i.e., a predetermined authentic essence that makes the subject what he 
or she is (Weedon, 1997). Humanist discourses of the unified rational subject, who has 
agency and control over his or her life, stem from the scientific assumptions of reality, 
objectivity and truth, subscribing to the idea of a singular true reality that can be acces-
sed by means of rationality and modes of scientific thinking (e.g., the psychological co-
re that represents the “real” you can be objectively measured by various psychological 
inventories).  

Unlike this disembodied viewpoint on the athlete, sport psychology as cultural 
praxis draws on poststructuralist and postmodern conceptions and, therefore, considers 
the athlete to be an embodied subject of multiple discourses (e.g., race, gender, sexual 
orientation, etc.) and various identifications, a member of numerous social and cultural 
groups, and a part of sport as an institution immersed in a particular sociocultural and 
historical context. Considered in light of Foucault’s (1982, 1985) notion of fragmented 
subjectivity, athletes are both subjected to and active agents within various discourses. 
This reconceptualization of identity is one that traditional sport psychologists find par-
ticularly difficult to accept and to which they offer considerable resistance. However, 
we must confront the fact that athletes have multiple, fragmented identities and identi-
fications within various discourses of class, gender, race, sexual orientation, region, 
etc., that athletics is a subculture within a larger culture, and that the institutions in 
which athletes are located attempt to control and mold their behavior. The complex 
dynamics involved in athletes’ negotiations of their subjectivities within and in relation 
to these various discourses has a crucial effect on athletes’ lives and performances.  

Thus, in some ways, sport psychology as cultural praxis intersects with and un-
derscores previously mentioned new trajectories. For example, it involves a move to-
ward interdisciplinarity, a bridging of the gap between research and practice, and the 
incorporation of gender issues and power dynamics. However, this new trajectory dif-
fers significantly in terms of some of its details. First, while it has been predicted and 
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proposed that sport psychology would forge links with related disciplines, such as exer-
cise science, counseling and psychology and might even develop interdisciplinarity, the 
cultural studies approach makes interdisciplinarity almost a foregone conclusion rather 
than a mere possibility. Moreover, the links that it promotes are with sport studies (so-
ciology, philosophy, and history of sport) rather than with exercise science and psycho-
logy. Second, it has been anticipated that sport psychology might start to incorporate 
qualitative research methods and, indeed, our field has somewhat opened up toward 
phenomenological and feminist qualitative work. Sport psychology as cultural praxis 
promotes further feminist and other explicitly political forms of qualitative research, 
such as narrative work, critical ethnography and institutional ethnography. Third, while 
feminist sport psychology has opened up the field to the examination of issues of gen-
der and power, especially the empowerment of women, cultural studies has broadened 
that focus to include sociocultural difference (including masculinity, sexual orientation, 
race, etc.) and justice in general and the empowerment of athletes from socially and 
culturally marginalized groups in particular.  

 
Thinking Historically about the Field 

Historian Peter Seixas contends that there is an inevitable tension between using 
history as “lessons from the past” that serve the present causes, and thinking histori-
cally. The latter is a more challenging approach that entails “the tangled interplay of 
continuity and change, the complexity of historical causation and the evidentiary basis 
of historical interpretation” (Seixas, 2003). Seixas’ assertion underscores the fact that 
sport in general and sport psychology in particular are not fixed monolithic formations 
but have a history that reflects sociocultural politics and is related to efforts at social 
engineering (Wright & Ryba, in press). In other words, the meanings of sport and sport 
psychology “always already” have an initial sociocultural purpose that has been shif-
ting over time to reflect dominant social values and cultural practices.  

It appears, therefore, that one way of opening up and diversifying the “monocul-
ture” of our field is to move away from its singular origin and begin to think of sport 
psychology internationally. Instead of approaching the psychology of sport in its tota-
lity using historical examples to legitimize the existing practices, sport psychology as 
cultural praxis rejects origin stories or essences and disrupts the traditional linear histo-
rical narrative by putting forward multiple, competing and shifting narratives and inter-
pretations. As Wright (1995, 1998) has asserted, the point of the resulting multiplicity 
of origins and historical narratives of a field is not to have readers discern which ver-
sion is “accurate” but to acknowledge the open-endedness of the field and highlight the 
politics of historical representation.  

I argue, therefore, that a modern historical rendering of our field is sustained by 
putting forward a monolithic, singular history of sport psychology that creates a sense 
of uninterrupted progress and legitimizes the sport psychological discourse as a scienti-
fic model, influenced by the natural sciences. Moreover, the long-established privile-
ged status of academic scholarship and research over professional issues and applica-
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tion have resulted in a fostering of sport psychology as a homogeneous positivistic and 
institutionalized discourse, positioned on the margins of interdisciplinary sport studies.  

I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge some earlier work that had critiqued 
the prevailing scientific model that searches for objective and scientific analyses of hu-
man experience in sport. For example, Martens’ (1987) then radical essay challenged 
the practical significance of the published contemporary orthodox sport psychology 
texts and questioned the underlying ontological assumptions of sport psychology’s 
knowledge base that had resulted in the utilization of limited and limiting epistemolo-
gies. Similarly, in his earlier analysis of the then current status of sport psychology, Al-
derman (1984) contended that “research and statistical techniques [were] emphasized 
as the major contribution” and “the concepts explored [were] usually those which [we-
re] easiest rather than those of theoretical importance” (p. 47). Although essays like 
those of Alderman and later Martens tended to question the validity of a number of sci-
entific assumptions, specifically the notion of truth and objectivity, they were yet inex-
tricably connected to the humanist project of modernity.  

Today we need to face the reality of our rapidly changing (post)modern sport 
and exercise culture in a global context. Consider, for example, the following snapshot 
of our constantly mutating social world:  

• Globalization and technological advances have constructed a hyper-real illu-
sion of the unified world, which is strikingly divided along the sociocultural 
and geographical axes of power. Some globalization issues that are relevant to 
our field include transnational sporting corporations, global production and 
consumption of athletic bodies and celebrity spectacles, athletic talent migra-
tion and blurring national identities;  

• The fall of the Berlin Wall and break-up of the Soviet Union marked radical 
political changes in Europe and the world in general;  

• The changing politics of the performing body and its relationship with the cul-
tural shift in masculine and feminine identities as manifested in body modifi-
cation, tattooing/body art, aggression and violence in sport, use of illegal per-
formance enhancing means and megarexia and/or anorexia;  

• New sports budding in our (post)modern hedonistic society that require new 
kind of sporting facilities and artificially constructed challenges;  

• Finally, as current president of the European Federation of Sport Psychology 
(FEPSAC) Roland Seiler (2005) has observed, physical education in schools is 
under constant attacks by politicians who aim at reducing PE classes; there are 
increasing health risks and medical costs associated with physical inactivity 
and a sedentary life style; and a growing number of elderly persons in society 
than ever before. 

In order to strengthen the research profile of sport and exercise psychology and 
provide answers to continuously emerging and mutating sociocultural issues and chal-
lenges, it seems logical to inform and transform research and practice of sport psycho-
logy via social and cultural theories that reflect and work with the swiftly changing 
conditions of the (post)modern world. Positioning ourselves inside/outside the existing 
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discourse of sport psychology and moving beyond the disciplinary boundary that confi-
nes and is confined by the work we dare to undertake, fosters the integration of sport 
psychology into interdisciplinary sport studies and opens up new avenues and exciting 
possibilities for the field in general and scholarly work in particular. 

 
Concluding Remarks 

In this paper, I briefly articulated the intersection of sport psychology and cultu-
ral studies as one of the possible approaches to future work in sport and exercise 
psychology and put forward an argument for an integrated sport studies that includes 
(applied) sport psychology. Sport psychology as cultural praxis contributes to bridging 
the dichotomies between academic and applied work, theory and practice, text and li-
ved culture. It calls for taking practitioners’ tacit knowledge seriously and promotes the 
development of interdisciplinary sport psychology praxis (i.e., theory driven practice 
and theory informed by practice). Moreover, while recently emerged existential and fe-
minist epistemologies of sport psychology have opened up the field to the incorpora-
tion of qualitative research methodologies and examination of issues of gender and po-
wer, especially the empowerment of women, cultural studies has broadened that focus 
to include other forms of qualitative research and examination of sociocultural diffe-
rence and justice in general and the empowerment of athletes from socially and cultu-
rally marginalized groups in particular.  

Next, I demonstrated that the way our field is historicized shapes and naturalizes 
our belief of what constitutes legitimate work in sport psychology and influences our 
research approaches and theoretical frames. The taken-for-granted singular history of 
the positivistic model of sport psychology polices its disciplinary boundary and limits 
our ability to pose questions that don’t straightforwardly fit within the traditional disci-
pline. When we position ourselves inside/outside the traditional disciplinary boundary, 
we might become more responsive to alternative ways of exploring sporting phenome-
na that account for the diversity of experiences and understanding of our sociocultural 
world. Interestingly, the European sport psychological discourse which is constructed 
on the juxtaposition of national histories and has to accommodate the variety of cultu-
ral narratives and social perspectives appears to be more open towards new approaches, 
methods and conceptual models than its European counterpart.  

In the present age characterized by rapid and widespread migration and globali-
zation, it is increasingly important and productive to incorporate international trajecto-
ries into European sport psychology. Traditional, positivistic sport psychology as an 
encapsulated insular discipline that is constructed and historicized by the nation-states 
principle unwittingly participates in the production of recycled and, inevitably, inade-
quate knowledge. Therefore, to prevent our field from implosion, I urge the gatekee-
pers to (re)examine current evaluation criteria and begin to use a more expansive and 
inclusive model when evaluating intellectual rigor. I further assert that “sport psycho-
logy as cultural praxis” pushes traditional sport psychology towards interdisciplinarity 
and internationalization of its research and practice, “provoking [the field of sport 
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psychology] into new moves and spaces where [it] hardly recognizes [itself] in beco-
ming otherwise, the unforeseeable that [it is] already becoming” (Lather, 2003, p. 5).  

 
References 

Alderman, R. (1984). The future of sport psychology. In J. Silva & R. Weinberg 
(Eds.), Psychological foundations of sport (pp. 45-54). Champaign, IL: Human Kine-
tics.  

Foucault, M. (1982). The subject and power. In H. Dreyfus & P. Rabinow 
(Eds.), Michel Foucault: Beyond structuralism and hermeneutics (pp. 208-226). Brig-
hton, England: Harvester Press.  

Foucault, M. (1995). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison (A. Sheri-
dan, Trans. 2 ed.). New York: Vintage Books  

Gill, D. (2000). Psychology and the study of sport. In J. Coakley & E. Dunning 
(Eds.), Handbook of sports studies (pp. 228-240). London: Sage.  

Hall, S. (1986). On postmodernism and articulation: an interview with Lawrence 
Grossberg. Journal of Communication Inquiry, 10(2), 45-60.  

Lather, P. (1991). Getting smart: feminist research and pedagogy with/in the 
postmodern. London: Routledge.  

Lather, P. (2003). Applied Derrida: (Mis)Reading the Work of Mourning in Edu-
cational Research. Paper presented at the AERA, Chicago.  

Martens, R. (1987). Science, knowledge, and sport psychology. The Sport 
Psychologist, 1, 29-55.  

Ryba, T. V., & Wright, H. K. (2005). From mental game to cultural praxis: A 
cultural studies model's implications for the future of sport psychology. Quest, 57, 192-
212.  

Seiler, R. (2005). Epilogue. In R. Stelter & K. K. Roessler (Eds.), New approac-
hes to sport and exercise psychology (pp. 175-181). Oxford: Meyer & Meyer Sport.  

Seixas, P. (2003). Using the past and thinking historically (Summary of Rese-
arch). Vancouver, BC: University of British Columbia.  

Silva, J. M. (2001). Current trends and future directions in sport psychology. In 
R. N. Singer, H. A. Hausenblas & C. M. Janelle (Eds.), Handbook of sport psychology 
(2nd ed., pp. 823-832). New York: Wiley.  

Silva, J. M., & Weinberg, R. S. (Eds.). (1984). Psychological foundations of 
sport. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.  

Stelter, R. (2005). New approaches to sport and exercise psychology: critical re-
flections and useful recommendations. In R. Stelter & K. K. Roessler (Eds.), New ap-
proaches to sport and exercise psychology (pp. 13-30). Oxford: Meyer & Meyer Sport.  

Weedon, C. (1997). Feminist practice & poststructuralist theory (2nd ed.). Cam-
bridge: Blackwell.  

Weinberg, R. S., & Gould, D. (2003). Foundations of sport and exercise psycho-
logy (3rd ed.). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.  



 
 

CRNOGORSKA SPORTSKA AKADEMIJA, „Sport Mont“ časopis br. 21-22. 

 262

Williams, J. M., & Straub, W. F. (2001). Sport psychology: past, present, and 
future. In J. M. Williams (Ed.), Applied sport psychology: Personal growth to peak 
performance (4th ed., pp. 1-12). Mountain View, CA: Mayfield.  

Wright, H. K. (1995). Would we know African cultural studies if we saw it? The 
Review of Education/Pedagogy/Cultural Studies, 17(2), 157-165.  

Wright, H. K. (1998). Dare we de-Centre Birmingham? Troubling the origins 
and trajectories of cultural studies. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 1(1), 33-56.  

Wright, H. K., & Ryba, T. V. (in press). Organized youth sport and its alternati-
ves. In S. Steinberg, P. Parmar & B. Richard (Eds.), Encyclopedia of Contemporary 
Youth Culture: Greenwood Publishing Group.  

  
 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY AS CULTURAL PRAXIS:  
FUTURE TRAJECTORIES AND CURRENT POSSIBILITIES 

 
In this paper, I argue for the development of a “sport psychology as cultural 

praxis” (Ryba & Wright, 2005) discourse that reflects the paradigmatic shift that I be-
lieve would provide a viable gateway for the entry of psychology of sport into the arena 
of (post)sport studies. I begin with an outline of future trajectories of the discipline and 
focus on a brief theoretical articulation of the intersection of applied sport psychology 
and cultural studies as one of the possible approaches to future work in sport psycho-
logy. Next I illustrate how the hegemonic origin story limits the discourse and practice 
of the field. I conclude with a call for increased interdisciplinarity and the incorpora-
tion of international trajectories into European sport psychology.  
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