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Abstract 
 

The aim of this study was to examine how athletes and coaches, in Sweden and Portugal, 
perceive and experience success and failure in relation to sport. Moreover, study if there were 
cultural differences in coping. The main objectives of the study consisted of examining 
differences based on culture and coaches vs. athletes in the following research questions; how 
athletes and coaches define, react and cope with success and failure, how they perceive 
consequences and how coaches help athletes to cope with success and failure. Fifteen (n=15) 
individual semi structured interviews was carried out with ten (n=10) Swedish and five (n=5) 
Portuguese sportsmen. An interview guide based on the objectives of the study was 
developed. 1226 raw data units were identified and categorised using categorization, tagging 
and regrouping of relevant concepts. The results are discussed according to several stress-
coping theories. Moreover, the result showed some differences based on both culture and on 
coaches vs. athletes. Furthermore success was mainly defined as reaching goals and failure as 
performance related mistakes. Reactions on both success and failure were mainly emotional. 
Negative consequences of both success and failure were most common and problem- focused 
coping were adopted to cope with those situations. The coaches supported the athletes by 
adopting emotion- and problem-focused coping. 
  
Keywords: Coach support, consequences, coping, cross-culture, definition, failure, reaction,  
  success. 
 



 

 

Haglind, D. (2004). Coping with success and failure – Among Swedish and Portuguese track  
 and field athletes and coaches. (European Master uppsats i idrottspsykologi 61-80p.)  
 Sektionen för hälsa och samhälle. Högskolan i Halmstad. 

Sammanfattning 
 
Målet med studien vara att undersöka hur tränare och aktiva i Sverige och Portugal, uppfattar 
och upplever framgångar och motgångar, samt att undersöka om det fanns kulturella 
skillnader i hanterandet av dessa. Det huvudsakliga syftet med studien bestod i att undersöka 
skillnader baserade på kultur samt tränare vs. aktiva i följande frågeställningar; hur definierar, 
reagerar och hanterar tränare och aktiva sina medgångar och motgångar. Hur uppfattas 
konsekvenserna samt hur hjälper tränare sina aktiva att hantera framgångar och motgångar. 
Femton (n=15) individuella semistrukturerade intervjuer genomfördes med tio (n=10) svenska 
samt fem (n=5) portugisiska idrottsmän. En semistrukturerad intervjuguide baserad på 
studiens syften konstruerades. 1226 rådataenheter identifierades och kategoriserades med 
hjälp av kategorisering, märkning samt omgruppering av relevanta begrepp. Resultaten 
diskuteras sedan utifrån flera relevanta stress- coping modeller. Vidare visade resultaten 
skillnader baserade såväl på kulturell såväl som tränare vs. aktiva basis. Dessutom visade 
resultatet att framgång huvudsakligen definierades som att nå mål och misslyckande som 
prestationsrelaterade misstag. Reaktioner på både framgång och motgånga bestod 
huvudsakligen av emotionella reaktioner. Huvudsakligen negativa konsekvenser 
identifierades och problemfokuserad coping användes i dessa situationer. Vidare använde sig 
tränarna av känslobaserad samt problembaserad coping för att hjälpa sina aktiva. 
 
Nyckelord: Coping, definition, framgång, konsekvenser, krosskulturell, motgång,  
 reaktioner, tränarhjälp.
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Introduction 

Overview 
 
Coping in sport is a research area that has been examined widely. However the area of coping 
with success and failure still need to be studied. In order to clarify the concept of coping with 
success and failure follows hereby four definitions that are the base of, and explains, this 
specific area in sport and exercise psychology. Accordingly, to understand coping with 
success and failure it is necessary to first understand coping and its nature. Coping is, 
according to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), ”a process of constantly changing cognitive and 
behavioural effort to manage specific external and/or internal demands or conflicts appraised 
as taxing or exceeding one’s resources” (p.141). This states that coping is a process that takes 
place whenever an individual is in a situation that is perceived as demanding (for example 
situations of success or failure). When an individual is in such a situation, a result of the 
cognitive processes that takes place can often be stress. Stress is an essential emotion in 
coping research. Furthermore, stress is defined as ”a substantial imbalance between demand 
and response capability, under conditions where failure to meet that demand has important 
consequences” (McGrath, 1970, ref in Weinberg & Gould, 1999). From this definition it can 
be concluded that stress is a perception of psychological threat. This argument is supported by 
Anshel, Jamieson and Raviv (2001) “Psychological stress is based on perception” (p.49). 
Furthermore, Hanin (2000) defines success and failure as ”successful performance is at least 
equal to that realistically expected relative to one’s resources and readiness for a contest, and 
poor performance is defined accordingly.” (p.160). Taken all together, these four definitions 
define and explain the concept of coping with success and failure. That is, situations of 
success and failure are often perceived as demanding or stressful and this leads to a coping 
response.  
 
It is not uncommon that athletes are required to cope with various stressors in different sport 
situations, such as injury, performance slumps, time pressure, conflicts, expectations from self 
and from others and fear of failure, and in some cases fear of success (Yoo, 2001; Anshel et 
al., 1997). Experiencing stressful events during sports competition often leads to reduced 
psychological functioning such as misdirected focus, reduced concentration, negative self- 
talk, heightened state anxiety and increased muscle tension. These are all possible effects of 
stress (Anshel et al., 2001; Anshel, Williams & Hodge, 1997; Andersen & Williams, 1988). 
When facing these stressors and performance reducing factors, athletes need to develop good 
coping strategies to still be able to achieve top performance. Researchers have dedicated more 
and more studies towards this area in sport and exercise psychology. A substantial amount of 
studies show that the use of coping and different coping strategies play a crucial roll in the 
outcome in sport.    

Components of Coping 
 
Coping has been identified as a complex, individual, dynamic and multidimensional process 
by several sport scientists (Anshel, Jamieson & Raviv, 2001; Crocker & Graham, 1995; 
Crocker & Isaak, 1997; Eklund, Gould & Jackson, 1993; Gould, Finch & Jackson, 1993; 
Gould, Udry, Bridges & Beck, 1997). In order to understand the coping process, it is central 
to understand the components that are related to the need to cope. As the definition suggests, 
coping, is an effort to manage emotions that arises in different situations. Sport psychology 
scientist Yuri Hanin (2000) refers to the following definition of emotions “An emotion is a 
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reaction to a stimulus event (either actual or imagined). It involves changes in the viscera and 
musculature of the person, is experienced subjectively in characteristics ways, is expressed 
through such means as facial changes and action tendencies, and may mediate and energize 
subsequent behaviours.” (Deci, 1980, ref in Hanin, 2000. p.6). Furthermore Hanin identifies 
and describes three fundamental elements that coping consists of. First the physiological 
change such as increased hart rate. Secondly action tendencies, for example; an action of fear 
can be to run away. The last element in emotions according to Hanin is the subjective 
experience. This refers to the individual’s conscious experiences during the emotional event. 
A similar definition of emotions is stated by Lazarus (2000). Lazarus states that emotion is “a 
phenomenon that is an organized psychophysiological reaction to ongoing relationships with 
the environment, most often, but not always, interpersonal or social. This reaction consists of 
responses from three levels of analysis – namely, introspective reports of subjective 
experience, overt actions or impulses to act, and physiological changes that make the 
emotions organismic.” (p. 230).  
 
 Arousal, Anxiety and Stress. 
 
Three of the most common and studied emotions in sport psychology, and probably the ones 
which are most likely to produce the need to cope are; arousal, anxiety and stress. Gould and 
Krane (ref. in Horn, 1992) define arousal as follows “Arousal is best defined as general 
physiological and psychological activation of the organism that varies on a continuum from 
deep sleep to intense excitement.” (p.120). Furthermore Gould and Krane described two states 
of anxiety; state anxiety and trait anxiety. When describing state anxiety the authors states 
that “State anxiety is associated with depressed or heightened arousal and is defined as a 
transitory state, or a “right now” feeling of apprehension and tension in a given specific 
situation.” (p.121). Trait anxiety is describes as follows “trait anxiety is defined as how one 
generally feels, or a relatively stable predisposition to perceive a wide of situations as 
threatening and to respond to these with state anxiety” (p.121). Lazarus (2000) states that 
anxiety is probably one of the most important emotions in human life. Anxiety is the emotion 
that is aroused when a threat arises. Furthermore, Lazarus discusses the fact that competitive 
sport is a major source of anxiety, because public competition reveals to everyone, including 
the athlete, the athlete’s competence in the sport. The third emotion is stress. Stress is 
probably one of the most crucial emotions when doing research on coping and in particular on 
coping with success and failure. As defined, in the beginning, stress is an imbalance between 
demands and capability. McGrath (1970, ref in Horn, 1992) describes stress and its nature, 
and describes the stress process. McGrath identifies four stages in the stress process; situation, 
perception, response and behaviour. Situation describes the situation the athletes are in. 
Perception describes how the individual perceives the situation. Response is how the 
individual responds to the perception of the situation. Last is the behaviour stage. This stage 
describes the behaviour that is the sum of the three first stages. Moreover, Lazarus and 
Folkman (1984) describe two different kinds of stress; threat and challenge. Whereas threat is 
perceived as negative emotion and challenge is perceived as a positive emotion. Although 
threat and challenge are two different reactions to the same emotion and only the individual 
perception makes them different. Adopted coping strategies in the two states of this emotion 
are different. Furthermore Lazarus (2000, p.231) states that stress and emotions should be 
examined as a single complex topic. Stress is important by itself, but emotion encompasses all 
of the important phenomena of stress. 
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Perceptions and Consequences of Success and Failure 
 
According to research done by Giacobbi and Weinberg (2000), adopted coping strategies have 
a strong relationship to performance. Moreover, Hanin (2000) states that “Emotions influence 
performance process and the ongoing performance process strongly impacts emotion content 
and intensity.” (p.174). Furthermore Crocker and Graham (1995) found a relationship 
between coping and effect. These three statements indicate that there could be much to be 
gained for sport and sportsmen if more research would be done in this research area. If 
working sport psychologists could, in a better way than today, describe, explain, predict and 
help athletes to control their coping behaviour, there is the possibility that peak performance 
could be reached on a more frequent basis. The research area of coping with success and 
failure has been studied by Conroy, Poczwardowski and Henschen (2001). Their study was 
conducted by interviewing 16 elite athletes and performance artists with the purpose to shed 
light on the cognitive- motivational- relational appraisals that were associated with fear of 
success and fear of failure. Conroy et al. (2001) identified a number of perceptions and 
consequences linked to these fears in the results of their study. These results are summarized 
and showed in Table 1. 
 

 
 
 Success Phobia. 
 
Conroy et al. (2001) discusses the terms success phobia and fear of failure. Success phobia 
was introduced as a term in sport science by Oglive and Tutko (1966) and further discussed in 
Oglive (1968). Oglive and Tutko identified fear of success as a performance related problem 
and outlined five syndromes to the observed phenomenon. The first syndrome involves the 
athlete’s fear of social and emotional isolation. Oglive (1968) identifies increased resentment 
by former friends and associates as the athlete moves away from his/hers social group. The 
partner is often the first one to question his/hers meaning and value in terms of the new life 
into which the athletes is being thrown. Often when the athlete needs the most continuous 
form of emotional support, he/she finds that it is being withheld. The second syndrome 
involves the guilt of asserting themselves in competition. This syndrome may have roots in 
the childhood (Oglive, 1968). The athlete must retain the “killer instinct” in order to be a 

Table 1: Perceptions and consequences linked to success and failure.

Perceptions Consequences
Success Achieved desired outcome. Pressure to meet higher expectations.

Implementing desired process. Performance benefits.
Desire to please others. Surprising costs of succeeding.
Enhanced perceptions of self. Increased psychological interaction with others.

Enhanced perceptions of self.

Failure Commitment unfulfilled. Tangible losses.
Insufficient realistic control. Attempted adoption.
Blocked wish for unrealistic control. Feeling of losing control.
Generate negative feelings in others. Shifts in interpersonal exchanges.
Generate negative feelings in self. Emotional cost.

Punitive action directed against self.
Embarrassing self- presentational failure.
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winner and overcome the conscious or unconscious fear that this behaviour may cause the 
athlete to be socially rejected. The third syndrome identified by Oglive and Tutko (1966) and 
Oglive (1968) is the fear of discovering their true potential. An athlete who suffers from this 
fear holds back their abilities in competition. This is because the athletes fear failure and 
generalize that fear to success. These athletes often see success and failure as two sides on the 
same coin and by holding back their ability they are defending themselves against this fear 
(Oglive, 1968; Conroy et al., 2001). Syndrome number four is the fear of surpassing a 
previous record established by an admired performer. When, for example, an athlete has used 
an idol as a motivational factor and looked at the performances of that athlete as unbeatable 
goals. The athlete may develop a considerable anxiety level when the day comes when the 
athlete has reached the point in their sports career that these ultimate goals can be challenged 
(Oglive, 1968). The fifth, and last, syndrome relates to the pressure of constantly having to 
match or exceed one’s previous best performance. Athletes often develop the feeling that 
every audience, every fan, every representative of the press and others expects each old record 
to be exceeded at each new performance and that every performance below a record is treated 
with resentment (Oglive, 1968). 
 
 Fear of Failure. 
 
The term fear of failure was probably first identified by Birney, Burdick and Teevan (1969). 
Birney et al. defines fear of failure as “the possibility of nonattainment of an achievement 
standard which can produce fear” (p. 201). Furthermore Birney et al. proposed three general 
consequences associated with fear of failure. Fear of devaluating one’s self- estimate is the 
fear of having to changes one’s beliefs about one’s self. Fear of non- ego punishment is in 
some ways similar to the previous consequence but non- ego punishment does not involve the 
athlete’s self- estimate. The third and last proposed consequence is fear of having a reduced 
social value. This involves the athlete’s belief that others judge the athletes social value by the 
produced performance. Fear of failure and success phobia is alike in many aspects. For 
example, the syndrome of; feeling pressure of constantly having to match or exceed previous 
performance, could be linked to; a fear of failure in exceeding these performances. Several 
more similarities can be found and it is important for a working sport psychologist to identify 
the correct performance reducing factor, because, the cause of the problem may vary between 
two individuals and therefore must the consultant personalize the solutions.  
 
Coping Strategies 
 
Coping is a process that takes place each and every time the situation changes. Crocker and 
Isaak (1997) showed that just as there is difference in performance, there are differences in 
ways that athletes choose to manage different situations. These different ways of coping can 
be divided into different categories according to similarities in ways of coping (See Table 2). 
These subcategories are called coping strategies. Crocker and Graham (1995) state, with 
support from their study, that there is a relationship between coping and affect. This means 
that there is a relationship between the athletes chosen coping strategies and the final 
performances. In summary; in different situations the coping process works differently with 
the process of adopting mental and behavioural skills to better manage the situation. Different 
situations demand different skills and thereby different strategies of coping. In other words, 
one coping strategy that is effective in one situation and with one type of sport related stress 
may not be effective in another (Grove & Heard, 1997). Poczwardowski and Conroy 
conducted a study in 2002 by interviewing sixteen elite athletes and performance artists. 
Poczwardowski and Conroy identified different coping strategies from the interviews. 174 
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meaning units were identified and categorized into five groups. These groups are presented in 
Table 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Emotion- Focused Coping. 
 
Emotion- focused coping strategies involve attempts to manage emotions that arise in 
different situations (Poczwardowski & Conroy, 2002; Crocker & Isaak, 1997; Anshel et al., 
1997). Seeking support from others was a significantly reported coping strategy in 
Poczwardowski and Conroys study (2002). Especially seeking support from non performance 
others like family members and friends. Moreover the strategy, seeking mental training 
consultation was reported. Similar data is shown in a study by Gould et al., (1997). They 
identified adopted coping strategies at injured athletes. Seeking interpersonal recourses was 
identified at 81% of the interviewed athletes. These interpersonal recourses refer to rehabbing 
with others, sport medicine providers, family, friends and team-mate support. According to 
Crocker and Isaak (1997) emotion- focused coping strategy consisted of mental and 
behavioural withdrawal, denial, and acceptance.  
  
 Problem- Focused Coping. 
 
Problem- focused coping is explained by Poczwardowski and Conroy (2002) as “attempts to 
cope with failure by targeting the athletes weaknesses and strengths to solve the problem and 
raise the level of performance” (p.321). Furthermore Crocker and Isaak (1997) state that 
“problem- focused coping refers to cognitive and behavioural efforts used to change the 
problem causing the distress. These strategies may include; problem solving, planning, 
suppressing competing activities and increasing effort” (p.356). Poczwardowski and Conroy 
(2002) reported that fifteen of sixteen interviewed participants, learned from previous 
mistakes and failure by analyzing what has happened and identified this coping strategy as 
problem- focused coping. Furthermore, problem- focused coping strategy is stated by several 
scientists, for example Crocker and Graham (1995) and Yoo (2001), to be the primary used 
one. In a study by Crocker & Graham (1995) concerning coping patterns, relationships 

Table2: Coping responses to success and failure among elite athletes and performance 
artists. 

Coping strategies identified by Poczwardowski and Conroy.

Emotion-focused coping. Appraisal- focused coping.
Controlling emotions. Looking into the future.
Seeking support from others. Keeping things in perspective.
I stay confident but humble. I am a vessel of art so I can let go.
Success promotes positive feelings about self.
Enhanced motivation after failure. Avoidance- focused coping.

Avoidance to protect self.
Problem- focused coping. Decreased motivation to perform.

Learning and improving. Decreased effort.
Increased effort.
Problem in coping is performance problem. Failing in coping.

Failing to cope well.
crying.
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between coping and affect, and gender differences in coping among 235 athletes, the result 
showed that problem- focused coping strategies were, in fact, the most adopted ones. 
Furthermore the result, in their study, showed that increased effort, planning, active coping 
and suppression of competitive activities specifically where the most frequent coping 
strategies. The data from the study also showed high use of self- blame coping. But rather 
than being dysfunctional, this strategy may, according to Crocker and Graham, be a problem- 
focused coping strategy. Crocker and Graham state that the use of self-blame shows an 
acceptance of the responsibility for a performance problem. Furthermore Crocker and Graham 
state that “to reach high competitive levels, athletes must use a repertoire of problem- focused 
coping strategies to actively change or manage a demanding environment in order to achieve 
success” (p.332).   
 
 Appraisal- Focused Coping. 
 
“Cognitive appraisal is commonly viewed as the first step in the coping process, the use of 
coping strategies assumes that the persons appraisal of the situation or event was stressful” 
(Anshel et al., 2001, p.271). This statement by Anshel et al. indicates that appraisal- focused 
coping consists of evaluating and attempts to re-evaluate situations. This coping strategy was 
well represented among sportsmen according to Poczwardowski and Conroy (2002). All 
sixteen participants in Poczwardowski and Conroy’s study reported attempts to keep things in 
perspective as a way if coping with failure, negative emotions, criticism and success. Lazarus 
(2000) asserts that coping is only second in importance to appraisal. Appraisal has to do with 
how we manage or regulate our emotions. Every situation and event in our life is constantly 
evaluated and the appraisal provides the cognitive- motivational key to our emotions and 
shapes the way we cope with them and the conditions of life that bring them about. So the 
need to cope and the chosen coping strategy is a result of the appraisal of a situation or an 
event (Lazarus, 2000; Andersen & Williams, 1988). Furthermore Lazarus (2000) asserts that 
the coping process initiates already in the initial phase, along with an arousal of an emotion, 
and continually works throughout the emotion process. Not as a process that comes into play 
when emotions that are aroused already effect our behaviour. The appraisal of a situation has 
according to Lazarus two purposes; the appraisal reflects the emotions that is being aroused 
and at the same time reflects the chosen coping strategy to manage these emotions. Anshel et 
al. (2001) give support to Lazarus (2000) statement that appraisal is important in the coping 
process. Anshel et al. discusses two possible appraisal states; challenge appraisal and stress 
appraisal. Challenge appraisal is ideal in sport because this kind of appraisal represents 
confidence to deal with, learn from or even benefit from the stressor. Stress appraisals on the 
other hand are the kind of stressor that generate negative feelings and reduces the 
performance. Furthermore Anshel et al. (2001) states “perhaps the first implication of 
appraisal for stress management is preventing stress appraisal in the first place” (p.58). This 
gives furtherer support to Lazarus (2000) that appraisal is important and a crucial part in the 
coping process. Furthermore the importance of appraisal has been studied by Holt and Hogg 
(2002). Analysis of interviews with ten female national team soccer players showed that some 
players attempted to cope with stressors by reappraising the situation.  More specifically Holt 
and Hogg identified three cognitive reappraisal strategies that were adopted by the female 
soccer players. First, the players used a positive self- talk. Secondly, the ability to problem 
solve after a mistake, and last, recalling successful performance in the past. 
 
 
 
 



7 

 

 Avoidance- Focused Coping. 
 
Avoidance- focused coping strategies involves pushing away, avoiding or sometimes deny 
happenings and situations to protect one self. Decreased effort, not preparing well and giving 
poor efforts were ways of avoidance- focused coping strategies reported by Poczwardowski 
and Conroy (2002). These results have support in Anshel et al. (1997) article where they 
states that avoidance- focused coping refers to repression, disengagement, rejection or 
“turning away”. Moreover Anshel et al. (1997) states that avoidance- focused coping is to 
prefer when; emotional resources are limited, or the source of stress in not clear, or the 
situation is not controllable or when the outcome measures are immediate or short- term. 
According to Anshel et al. (2001), Yoo (2001) and Anshel et al. (2001) avoidance- focused 
coping strategies is preferred when the athlete wants to replace unpleasant, nonconstructive 
thoughts with more positive ones. Anshel et al. (2001) identified a significantly high use of 
avoidance- focused copings strategy. The authors discuses factors that can influence the use 
of avoidance- focused coping and gives one plausible explanation in the possibility that 
intolerance of emotional arousal may be a crucial factor. Furthermore they discuses the fact 
that avoidance- focused coping strategies, in the literature, has been associated with high 
skilled athletes. This could, according to Anshel et al. (2001) be do to the tendency to use 
denial of failure in order to maintain efforts and persistence in the pursuit of success. 
Furthermore Holt and Hogg (2002) identified the use of avoidance- focused coping strategies 
at female soccer player. More specifically, the soccer players used the ability to ignore, or 
block, irrelevant distractions in order to cope with the stressful situation. Anshel et al. (2001) 
and Yoo (2001) also gives support to Holt and Hogg (2001) when they states that avoidance- 
focused coping is a conscious attempt at physically or mentally turning away from stressful 
source. Anshel et al. (2001) also differs between avoidance behavioural coping and 
avoidance cognitive coping. Anshel et al. states that avoidance behavioural coping consists of 
physically removing the stress source, while avoidance cognitive coping consists of 
psychological distancing, cognitive reappraisal and rationalization. Yoo (2001) states that 
avoidance- focused coping also can include either person- oriented strategies or task- oriented 
strategies to avoid a stressor by seeking out other people and thinking about other things or 
engaging in other tasks.  
 
 Failing in Coping. 
 
Failing in coping were reported by twelve of sixteen interview participants (Poczwardowski 
& Conroy, 2002) and was described as “I was out of control with my emotions.”, “I was 
scared to death.”, “I didn’t know how to stop it from happening.” (p. 322). Failing in coping 
can have devastating effects for athletes. When an athlete is in a situation that is perceived as 
threatening and stressful, the athletes will try to cope with the situation to get control over it 
or to handle it. If the repertoire of coping strategies the athletes possess is not enough and the 
athlete fails to cope, there may finally be only one possibility left for the athlete, to give up. 
Anshel et al. (2001) states that “the last used coping strategy for all participants was to give 
up” (p.285).    
 
Coping With Success 
 
“Although winning may be the ultimate goal for high performance athletes, it may also 
contribute to their biggest stumbling block for future success” (Kreiner- Phillips & Orlick, 
1993, p. 31). The above statement indicates that winning can sometimes create a situation for 
the athlete that can be hard to adapt to. For example, an athlete can struggle for a long time to 
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beat a world record. This can be the athletes primary and highest goal. If the athlete breaks 
this record and reaches the goal, what is more to do for the athlete? Perhaps the athlete will 
perform as good as that record. This situation can be hard for the athlete to accept. Another 
effect of winning can be raising demands. Kreiner- Phillips and Orlick (1993) treats the 
question of rising demands in a study conducted with world champion athletes. Kreiner- 
Phillips and Orlick stated that “As a result of their success, all of these world champion 
athletes felt an increase in demands” (p. 26). Furthermore, Dale (2000) studied how seven 
elite decathletes coped with distractions during their most memorable performance. Dale 
linked stress and coping in the study and the result showed two specific coping strategies to 
maintain task- focus. First, to cope with situations where the athletes began to compare 
themselves with others, the decathletes reinforced the importance of competing against 
themselves. Secondly, the decathletes used reminders about how hard they had trained and 
prepared for the competition when they started to doubt in their competence.   
 
Coping With Failure 
 
With success follows increased expectations, both from the athletes themselves and from 
others, also demands rises from media, public, sponsors and others. These expectations and 
demands can, if a failure occurs, be devastating for the athlete. Kreiner- Phillips and Orlick 
(1993) states that “If athletes do not get control over these areas something will suffer – the 
quality of training, their rest, their focus and ultimately, their performance” (p. 46). Holt and 
Hogg (2002) identified several consequences of making mistakes in international 
competitions at ten interviews with female soccer player. One interviewee stated “basically I 
think I have to be perfect out there” (p.261) and the thoughts of having to be perfect in 
everything she did resulted in that every little mistake felt like a major devastating mistake. 
The result also showed that the players had difficulties to maintain appropriate concentration 
after mistakes. Mistakes become a distraction and resulted in that the players tended to look 
inwardly. That resulted in a loss of concentration on the game. Furthermore, mistakes resulted 
in two things; that the players started to doubt in themselves and a negative self- talk. Dale 
(2000) studied seven decathletes and the result of the interviews showed that frustration was 
one significant result of not being able to perform well. However the result also showed that 
all seven decathletes coped with bad results in a competition by “leaving them behind” and 
not letting them affect the remaining part of the competition. 
 
Distractions and Coping Strategies in Track and Fields 
 
Of special interest for this study are a study done by Dale (2000) and a study done by Haglind 
(2004). Dale (2000) interviewed seven elite decathletes. The decathletes were asked to 
describe their most memorable decathlete competition. Interesting is that no one of the 
athletes choose to describe the competition where they scored the highest score. The 
decathletes most memorable competitions were competitions where they had distractions or 
other factors that they mastered or coped with well. The study does not go in depth in how the 
decathletes coped with these situations but describes what factors the decathletes perceives 
they had to cope with. The result of the study shows that the decathletes primary coping 
strategy regarding competitions is the preparations before the performance. Four of the seven 
interviewed decathletes used visualization and said that it was important to image themselves 
handling various situations throughout the competition. All seven athletes in the study said 
that they had various cues they tried to utilize when performing. Examples of cues were key 
phrases as “extend” or “finish it”. The cues helped the decathletes to focus on the task. During 
competition the decathletes stated that one of the most important thing were to maintain focus 
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on themselves and their own performance. A major factor for making this hard was that 
sometimes the decathletes become to much aware of what the other competitors was doing. 
When the decathletes failed to maintain focus on themselves a negative effect on the 
performance were reported. Six coping strategies were identified by Dale in the results from 
this study; imagining/visualization, being aware of cues, competing only against self, 
confidence in one’s training, consistency and last camaraderie. These strategies can be sorted 
into emotion- focused and problem- focused coping strategies according to Poczwardowski 
and Conroy (2002).  
 
Haglind (2004) examined how track and field athletes and coaches in Sweden perceived and 
experienced success and failure. Haglind (2004) interviewed ten athletes and coaches and 
found that the interviewees defined success as achieving goals and a typical reaction to 
success was to feel happy. Moreover, a typical consequence of success was increased self 
confidence. The athletes coped with these new conditions by setting new goals.  
Failure was most frequently defined as injury and the most common reaction to failure was 
increased negative thinking. The most common coping strategy that was used to handle 
failure was to “clench the fist”. 
 
Differences in Coping 
 
 Successful vs. Less Successful, Individual vs. Team & Elite vs. Non- Elite.  
 
A study done by Gould et al. (1997) showed patterns of differences in adopted coping 
strategies by injured successful and injured less successful skiers. The results of the study 
showed that the more successful skiers more often used coping strategies that were focused 
inwardly (example; managing emotions, thoughts and visualizing), whereas the less 
successful skiers turned to external coping resources (for example; social resources and 
models). Holt and Hogg (2002) discuss the possibility of differences in adopted coping 
strategies at individual versus team sportsmen. Holt and Hogg states that “It is plausible that 
athletes in team sports face some different stressors to those involved in individual sports. For 
example, team sports athletes must rely on others to achieve success, engage in a high 
frequency of competitive and non-competitive interactions with team-mates, and may 
experience less individualized coaching programme.” (p. 253). As stated earlier, different 
stressors leads to different coping responses. Thereby the assumption, that there might be 
differences in adopted coping strategies when compare individual and team athletes, can be 
made. The results presented above, indicates that there might exist a difference in coping 
strategies when comparing successful and less successful athletes, and individual and team 
sportsmen. Yoo (2001) give support to this assumption in his study on Korean competitive 
athletes. Yoo compared elite athletes with non- elite athletes and found some differences in 
adopted coping strategies. For example, the data from the analyses showed that elite athletes 
were more likely to use problem- focused coping strategies whereas non- elite athletes were 
more likely to use emotion- focused and avoidance- focused coping strategies. Furthermore 
there is data in Yoos study that give support to Hogg and Holts (2002) statement that there 
might be differences in adopted coping strategies between individual and team athletes. The 
data in Yoos study showed that individual athletes were more likely to use avoidance coping 
then elite team athletes when experienced stressors.  
 
This heading has, in short, shown that there exist differences in coping between athletes on 
different level and in different sports. The fact that there exists a difference in coping opens 
up the research field of differences in coping on a gender and cultural basis as well.  
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 Gender Differences. 
 
Gender differences and adopted coping strategies is a research area that has received some 
attention. According to several scientists (Anshel et al., 2001; Crocker & Graham, 1995; 
Anshel et al., 1997) it is shown that male and female responds differently to the same kinds of 
stressors. In particular, Anshel et al. (2001) showed in their study that males were more likely 
to use avoidance- focused coping than approach- focused coping after experiencing one type 
of stressor. Females, on the other hand, were significantly more likely to use approach- 
focused coping than avoidance- focused coping after experiencing the same stressors as the 
males. Anshel et al. (1997) did a cross cultural study where he also compared gender 
differences and found among other thing that Australian female athletes preferred a more 
“psyching up” coping strategy than men. Also shown in the result was that females U.S. and 
Australian athletes became more frustrated when they saw an opponent cheat then the males. 
Moreover the data showed that females, more than males tended to use a more approach- and 
emotion- focused coping strategy than males and that males used a more problem- focused 
coping strategy than the females. This last result, however, contradicts the findings by 
Crocker and Graham (1995). In Crocker and Graham’s study no evidence was found that men 
used more problem- focused coping than women. Furthermore, Anshel and Kaissidis (1997) 
showed that male athletes used significantly more approach coping then female athletes after 
various acute stressors. Anshel et al. (1997) discuses an unpublished study done by Weidner 
Lapp and Hustedt whereas male and female were compared regarding their use of coping 
strategies. The authors reported that males used a more avoidance- focused coping strategies 
than women. Cox and Liu (1993) observed that Chinese and American male athletes revealed 
a higher level of motivation than female athletes. 

Cultural Differences. 
 
These last two headings have indicated that there are, in fact, differences in adopted coping 
strategies both generally and between genders. This raises yet another interesting research 
question; are differences in adopted coping strategies also influenced by culture? Michael 
Cole (1998) has dedicated a whole book to the area of cross cultural research. Cole describes 
different cross cultural studies through the history of psychological science. Furthermore, he 
addresses the importance of taking the cultural aspect into count when conducting 
psychological research. Cole discusses common traits within a culture, such as experiences 
that shape our lives, and schemas that can be coloured by the childhood and the adolescence 
in different cultures. Cole raises several questions and statements in the book. One of the main 
statements is that; one problem in psychological research is that the culture, in the past, has 
been treated as an independent variable. When, in fact, culture is a crucial part of different 
psychological aspects and has been proven to make significant differences in several studies. 
Si and Chung (2001) defines cross cultural research drawn from Berry (1996, ref in. Si & 
Chung, 2001) as “the study of similarities and differences in individual psychological 
functioning in various cultural and ethnic groups; of the relationship between psychological 
variables and sociocultural, ecological, and biological variables; and of current changes in 
these variables” (p.41). Furthermore, Si and Chung discusses why cross cultural research is 
important and they points out four reasons; First, much of today research is done on western 
societies and it is necessary to test whether or not these findings and theories can be 
generalized. Second, sport activities relate closely to biological factors of human beings and 
previous researches has found differences on biological and races basis. Third, social- cultural 
variation is one of the most important factors affects sport and exercise behaviour in different 
nations. Fourth and last, counselling techniques, clinical evaluation and cognitive intervention 
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have been argued to be culturally dependent. Five similar statements of why cross cultural 
researches is important has been done by Duda and Allison (1990). They state that; Firstly, 
cross cultural research in sport is important because sport involvement and psychological 
activity is not exclusive to the white mainstream only. Secondly, there is some evidence of 
cultural variation in sport and that needs to be furtherer investigated. Thirdly, to restrict 
studying of psychological aspects to one group is in conflict of the nature of science inquiry. 
Fourth, one endemic of cross cultural investigations is that they sheds light in the mainstream 
culture. Fifth, failure to consider ethnic/cultural variations in sport and exercise psychology is 
to ignore the general psychology literature regarding the effect of culture on perceptions and 
affective response. Furthermore did Cox and Liu (1993) compare American and Chinese 
colligate level athletes and found cultural differences between the two groups regarding 
psychological traits. For example did Chinese athletes have better concentration skills than 
American athletes, and American athletes showed a lower level of self confidence. Also did 
the result show that based on the cultural difference there were differences in team 
orientation. Isogai, Brewer, Cornelius, Etnier and Tokunaga (2003) compared Japanese and 
U.S. collage students and found among other things that the goal orientation differed 
significantly between the two groups. Cultural difference between U.S. and Asia has also 
been proven to exist by Kim et al. (2003). In their study they found a cultural difference in 
goal orientating and motivation. Also, the result showed that the cultural differences 
significantly influenced the task- and ego orientation. Furthermore Anshel et al. (2001) states 
that “research in the general psychology literature shown that sources of stress, appraisal 
and coping strategies in response to stressful events differed as a function of culture” (p.66).  
 
Moreover, coping behaviour is according to the main literature a personal trait. This means 
that depending on individual differences coping strategies may differ. If applying this 
discussion on an international basis, it is possible that coping also may differ between 
cultures. Yoo (2001) supports this discussion with the following statement “the cultural 
factors may indeed affect the construction of coping styles in sport” (p.294). Furtherer support 
to difference in coping based on cultural basis is supplied by Anshel et al. (1997). Findings in 
their study revealed a significant cultural difference in coping behaviour. Moreover, Anshel et 
al. (2001, p.275) states that “socialization factors may lead to the use of different coping 
strategies”  
 
Summary 
 
Coping with success and failure is an interesting research area in sport science. Research has 
shown that coping is a process that aims to regulate our emotions and to change our behaviour 
to better manage a stressful situation. Moreover has research shown that coping consist of 
several components, the most central one is the stress emotion. Stress is defined as an 
imbalance between demands and capability and is a process that comes into play when the 
individual feels threaded. Furthermore this literature review indicates why coping is a crucial 
part of performance and in particular, reaching peak performance. Athletes have to deal with 
several factors and stressors that influence both their behaviour and their performance, such 
as; demands, expectations, performance reducing factors and so forth. Concerning coping 
with success and failure this literature review discusses the two terms success phobia and fear 
of success as two very crucial factors in the addressed research area. Success phobia is the 
fear some athletes can feel for the consequences that follows success. Fear of failure is the 
fear of the consequences that failure brings about. Furthermore this review examines the five 
coping strategy groups that seem to have been accepted in the science society as the main 
categories of coping. Emotion- focused coping, problem- focused coping, appraisal- focused 



12 

 

coping, avoidance- focused coping and failing in coping. The literature review also indicates 
that; for athletes to be able to perform on the highest level possible, a wide range, and a big 
repertoire of coping strategies is necessary. When competing and performing on the absolute 
highest level possible in sport, success and failure are two situations that are absolutely 
necessary to be able to handle in a good way. Moreover there is one part in the review that 
addresses the differences and the importance of cross cultural research in coping. The 
literature review clearly shows that there are differences in coping strategies both between 
individual and team athletes, male and female athletes and differences on a cultural basis. 
However, the review of the literature also states the need to furtherer investigate these 
differences. Clearly has athletes and coaches got much to gain if researchers furtherer 
develops the research area addressed and discussed in this literature review.  

Objectives of the Study 
 
Based on the literature reviewed above and a previous study by Haglind (2004) research 
questions based on cultural differences appears, more specific; are there cultural differences in 
the following research questions: a) How do athletes and coaches define success and failure? 
b) What are there for perceived consequences of success and failure? c) How do athletes react 
on success and failure and how do coaches perceive these reactions? d) How do athletes cope 
with success and failure and how do coaches perceive these coping attempts? and e) What 
strategies do coaches use to help athletes cope?  

Methods 

Participants 
 
Fifteen (n=15) interviews were conducted with athletes (n=10) and coaches (n=5) from 
Sweden and Portugal. Seven (n=7) Swedish athletes, three (n=3) Swedish coaches, three 
(n=3) Portuguese athletes and two (n=2) Portuguese coaches were interviewed. The gender 
distributions were; five (n=5) Swedish males, three (n=3) Portuguese males, five (n= 5) 
Swedish females and two (n=2) Portuguese females. Semi structured interviews were 
conducted with all of the voluntary participating interviewees in the study. The average age 
was; for the whole group 31.27 years old, for Swedish participants 30,9 years old and 
Portuguese participants 32 years old. All of the interview participants where training and 
competing or coaching track and field on a national or international level. The different sports 
represented were sprint (100 & 200 m.), hurdles, long distance running, decathlon, long jump, 
triple jump and sledge. The participants were recruited by so called snow ball recruitment 
(Neuman, 1994, p.199). Snow ball recruitment means that one interview participant (or 
contact) leads to or gives tips to the next interview participant. The participants were tagged 
according to the following: Ip 2,4,5,6,7,8,10 = Swedish athletes, Ip 1,3,9 = Swedish coaches, 
Ip 13,14,15 = Portuguese athletes and Ip 11,12 = Portuguese coaches.  

Instrument 
 
Two interview guides were designed to cover the objectives of the study, one interview guide 
for athletes and one interview guide for coaches. The interview guides were made as equal as 
possible to cover the same areas. However, they are both directed towards how the athletes 
perceive and experience success and failure. The interview guides were translated into two 
languages; Swedish and English. To increase the reliability of the interview guides contact 
was taken with Artur Poczwardowski. Poczwardowski had done a similar study to this one 
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and because of this a copy of his already tested and used interview guide was kindly 
requested. The already created interview guides were then triangulated with Poczwardowski’s 
interview guide. After the interview guides were compared to each other minor modifications 
were done. The changes consisted of adding a debriefing and questions from the interviewee 
to the interviewer part. However, the interview guides were rather alike from the beginning so 
the result from the triangulation was not critical. The final interview guides consisted of four 
distinguished parts; background questions, general questions regarding success and failure, 
specific questions regarding the research areas in this study and general questions regarding 
coping. The final product was two interview guides, one for athletes and one for coaches, with 
a high reliability and easy to work with (See Appendix 1,2,3,4).  

Procedures 
 
The same procedure was used when interviewing both Swedish and Portuguese sportsmen. 
Time and place were scheduled by either talking directly to the interviewees or by phone. The 
interviews were then conducted either in the participants home or at their training facility. The 
reason for this was that the participants should feel calm and at home. Before the interviews 
were conducted, all participants were informed of their rights as an interviewee and told that 
the participation in the study was voluntary. No participant refused to answer any question in 
the interview. The interviews were recorded on a Dictaphone and then transcripted and 
analyzed by the author of this dissertation. The duration of the interviews was between 45 
minutes to 60 minutes.  

Data Analysis 
 
First the interviews were transcripted by the investigator. Then a qualitative analysis was 
performed on the transcripts. A method using categorization, tagging and regrouping of 
structural concepts similar to the methods suggested by Kvale (1997, p.178,) and Neuman 
(1994, p.404) were adopted. The technique involved four steps of analyzing. The first step 
was to read through the text several times to get an overview of the context. The second step 
involved color marking and redrawing meaning units in the text. The third step involved 
organizing the raw data into categories using an excel program. The organization was based 
on the objectives of the study. Success & failure, athletes & coaches and Swedish and 
Portuguese interviewees were treaded separately throughout the rest of the analyzing process. 
The fourth step involved sorting, combine similar raw data units into new subcategories and 
analyzing the data. The sorting of the data was based on two things; firstly, the objectives of 
the study, secondly similar raw data units was organized under a new subcategory. Combining 
similar raw data units consisted of putting similar statements from one interviewee under one 
meaning unit. The final analysis consisted of putting the different interview groups into one 
excel spread sheet and making graphs of the data so that the results become more visual. The 
six main categories which the data was organized under were; background information, 
definition, reactions, consequences, coping strategies and coach support. However, the main 
category background information was not analysed in the study. The complete result of the 
data analyzes is shown in appendix 5 and 6.  
 
The result of the data is presented as graphs and in tables. The graphs is based on the 
distribution of identified meaning units over the subcategories and also presented in 
percentage. To calculate the graphs the total amount of identified meaning units by each 
interview group in every subcategory were divided by the total amount of identified meaning 
units in all subcategories. Example: Swedish coaches identified four (4) meaning units in the 
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subcategory goals as a definition of success. This number was divided by the total identified 
meaning units regarding definition of success by Swedish coaches, which was twelve (12). 
The result showed that 33.33% of the Swedish coaches definition of success were placed on 
goals. 

Results 
 
A total of 1226 raw data meaning units was identified in the fifteen interviews. The complete 
analysis of the interviews is shown in appendix 5 and 6. The raw data units were categorized 
according to the objectives of the study and success and failure treated separately. The Lower 
order themes, or subgroups, were created in each category to make it easier to get an overview 
of the result.  

Success 

 Definition of Success. 
 
Figure 1 below show how coaches and athletes in Sweden and Portugal defined success. In 
the graph, four lower themes is shown; goals, developmental, flow and emotions. As the graph 
clearly shows, there was a difference between how coaches in the two countries identified 
success. Swedish coaches described success mostly as flow; being able to do what is expected 
and to have flow in the performance. One Swedish coach said “…you have success. Then 
there is flow in the training as well. Every parts, a positive flow…” (Ip1). While Portuguese 
coaches saw success mostly as achieving goals and winning. “Sometimes it is winning and 
sometimes it to perform good results” (Ip 11). Athletes, on the other hand, seemed to have a 
similar perception of success. Both Swedish and Portuguese athletes saw success, mostly, as 
achieving goals and having development. One Portuguese athlete said “success is to go over 
your limits” (Ip 13). Emotions were, as shown in the graph, only identified as a sign of 
success by Swedish athletes, non of the other groups saw achieving an emotion as a sign of 
success. In appendix 5 (1/8), the Table shows that the kind of emotions the Swedish athletes 
refers to were the good feeling that comes with success and when the body feels good. When 
comparing the four groups to the total, which could be seen as a mean, it can be drawn that 
Swedish and Portuguese sportsmen saw similar upon success with one exception; Swedish 
coaches identified flow more frequently as a sign of success then the other groups.  
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Reactions Upon Success. 
 
Figure 2 below show the analyses of how the interviewees reacted upon success. The graph 
shows a clear pattern within the four interview groups, with two diversities. Namely; that 
Swedish coaches identified less emotional reactions then the rest of the interviewees, and that 
Portuguese athletes did not identify any thoughts as a reaction on success. Moreover, the 
graph shows that emotional responses to success are the primary reaction among the 
interviewees. The main identified emotions were happy feelings, wonderful feelings, pride 
and joy. One example of happy emotions was given by Ip 15 “Happiness, for achieving it. Be 
proud of my self “. However, when looking at Swedish coaches, the distribution of mentioned 
responses to success fell equal over emotional reactions and reactions of thoughts. These two 
sub categories, however, are quite similar and the difference is not big enough for the 
diversity to be counted as significant. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1:  Definition of success. The graph shows the distribution of the  
 identified raw data units over the four sub categories. 
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 Consequences of Success. 
 
The analyses of Figure 3 below regarding consequences of success show that sportsmen in 
Sweden and Portugal identified mainly negative consequences of success. Table 3 reveals that 
the expectations athletes but on them selves are the most commonly mentioned consequence 
followed by pressure and expectations from others and star fever. The following quotation 
was made by an athlete from Portugal regarding star fever;”I was being like a king and the 
other ones the slaves” (Ip 15). Another Portuguese athlete said “Psychologically they weren’t 
prepared to deal with failure” (Ip 13).  Another result that can bee seen in Figure 3 and Table 
3 is that Portuguese coaches did not see, other then performance related, any positive 
consequences at all derived from success. Furthermore are Swedish athletes the group that 
identified the least negative consequences of success while Portuguese athletes were the ones 
who identified most negative consequences.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2:  Reaction upon success. The graph shows the distribution of the  
 identified raw data units over the three sub categories. 
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Coping with Success. 
 
An analysis of Figure 4 below shows that the main category of coping strategies are problem- 
focused coping. The graph shows the distribution of identified raw data units from the 
interviews. The Figure shows, as already stated, that problem- focused copings strategies are 
the main used one among the interviewees. One Swedish athlete expressed the following as an 

Figure 3: Consequences of success. The graph shows the distribution of the  
 identified raw data units over the four sub categories. 
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Table 3: Negative consequences of success. 

Negative consequences of success.
Coaches Athletes

Swedish 
(n=3)

Portuguese 
(n=2)

Swedish 
(n=7)

Portuguese 
(n=3)

Negative consequences of success
Expectations from me. 1 1 4 1
Pressure from others. 2 1 2 -
Expectations. - - 4 -
Star fever. 1 1 - 1
Everything goes to fast. 2 - - -
Nervousness. - 1 - 1
Draw focus from training. - - - 2
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example of problem- focused coping strategy “I was determined to do well. I was prepared 
before I went there” (Ip 10). Problem- focused coping was the most mentioned coping 
strategy among all the interviewees. However, the secondly most mentioned coping strategy 
differs between athletes and coaches.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Coaches, both Swedish and Portuguese, stated that appraisal- focused coping is the secondly 
most adopted one while athletes from both countries identified emotion- focused coping as the 
secondly most used one. Furthermore there is one diversity; Portuguese coaches did not 
identify any avoidance- focused coping at all while athletes from the same country did. In the 
Table 4 below are the most commonly chosen coping strategies shown. However, there are a 
high number of anomalies among the identified coping strategies, personal chosen coping 
strategies that were only identified by one interviewee. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4:  Coping with success. The graph shows the distribution of the  
 identified raw data units over the three sub categories. 
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Coach Help with Success 
 
When analysing the previous results some common patterns appeared when comparing the 
individual graph to the total. But when analysing the graph below (Figure 5), how coaches 
helped the athletes and how the athletes perceived the coaches help, that pattern seem to be 
gone. The athletes did not identify any attempts from the coach to help the athletes by 
changing their appraisal, which were a strategy mentioned by coaches from both countries. 
Portuguese athletes identified emotion- focused coping as the most commonly used one by 
their coaches. Ip 15 said “he always tried to call me and put me on the track only for running 
a little bit and talking, to get that bad feeling off me“. This, however, did not agree with what 
the Portuguese coaches said; which were that problem- focused coping strategies were the 
most commonly used ones when trying to help their athletes. Swedish athletes identified more 
problem- focused helping strategies then emotion- focused by the coaches, when looking at 
the coaches this was reversed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4: Main coping strategies when facing success among Swedish and  
 Portuguese sportsmen. 

Coping strategies when facing success.
Coaches Athletes

Swedish 
(n=3)

Portuguese 
(n=2)

Swedish 
(n=7)

Portuguese 
(n=3)

Emotions
Family. - - 5 -
Positive thinking. - - 3 2

Appraisal
Keep sport and private life apart. - 1 2 2
Compete against your self. - 2 - 1

Avoidance
Keeps to my self. - - 2 -
Blocks stressors. 1 - - 1

Problem
Relax. - - 4 2
Get ready a long time before. - - 4 2
Goal setting. 3 1 - 2
Go thru the race before. - - 4 -
Performing in competition as in practice. - - 3 1
Analyze. 1 - 3 -
Focus. - - 1 3
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Figure 5:  How coaches help their athletes to cope with success. The graph shows the 
distribution of the identified raw data units over the three sub categories. 
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Table 5: How coaches help athletes.  

How coaches help their athletes to cope.
Coaches Athletes

Swedish 
(n=3)

Portuguese 
(n=2)

Swedish 
(n=7)

Portuguese 
(n=3)

Emotion
Be there as support. 1 - 4 1
Keep a conversation going. 1 - 2 -
Give them support when succeeding. 1 - - 2
He knows where he's got me. - - 2 -

Appraisal
Keep both feet on the ground. 2 - - -
Create the routine and knowledge to evaluate. 1 - - -
I wanted her to grow into the situation. 1 - - -
Prepare the athlete for both success and failure. - 1 - -

Problem
Talking. - - 3 -
Mental training. - 2 1 -
Try to create a positive climate. 2 - - -
Raise the intensity of the training. 1 - 1 -
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The Table above (Table 5) shows the most frequently identified strategies adopted by coaches 
to help their athletes. When reviewing Table 5 the conclusion that coaches tries to help their 
athletes by take care of, support and balance their athletic lives. Furthermore, when 
comparing how coaches help athletes and adopted coping strategies the data shows that how 
coaches help athletes did not contain any identified avoidance- coping strategies.  

Failure 

 Definition of Failure. 
 
As with success, the definition of failure could be divided into four sub categories as seen in 
Figure 6 below. Two of the subcategories remained the same from the definition of success, 
goals and emotions. The third category, performance related, could relate to developmental. 
The fourth subcategory, other, that evolved from the definition of failure was only identified 
by one interview group. As the graph below reveals, goals and performance related affects 
are the most common identified raw data units of failure among Swedish and Portuguese 
sportsmen. One Portuguese coach said “if you have injury you have a lot of parameters that 
influence the reaching of the goal” (Ip 11). Apart from the fact that Swedish coaches 
identified more goal related affects then performance related affects, which was the opposite 
of the three other groups, only one diversity can bee see in the diagram. Namely, Portuguese 
athletes identified changing in personality and bad luck as a definition of failure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Figure 6:  Definition of failure. The graph shows the distribution of the  
 identified raw data units over the four sub categories. 
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 Reactions Upon Failure. 
 
How athletes and coaches from Sweden and Portugal reacted on failure is shown in the graph 
below. Three sub categories emerged from the results, emotional, thoughts and behavioural. 
Emotional reactions are, according to the research, the most common reaction to failure. 
Portuguese coaches are the groups that talked most frequently about emotions as a reaction on 
failure. One coaches described one athletes reaction of a failure as “After he was sad like a 
family member died. Like his life was finished“ (Ip 12). Emotions as the most frequent 
mentioned reaction on failure was equal for three of the four interview groups. Portuguese 
athletes, however, identified a reaction contained more of different thoughts about self and the 
sport. Such as; “why, why, why”, “typical” and “why am I training”. Swedish coaches and 
athletes had similar graphs. This means that the two groups identified raw data units were 
spread almost equal over the different categories. In other words; coaches and athletes from 
Sweden had similar perceptions of the reactions after a failure. Portuguese athletes and 
coaches on the other hand had different graphs and while the Portuguese athletes identified 
mostly thoughts as a reaction of failure, the Portuguese coaches did not mention this at all. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Table below shows the two categories emotional and behavioural reactions on failure. As 
can be read in the Table the main emotional reaction on failure was frustration. However this 
emotion was not at all identified by Portuguese coaches. The only emotion that was identified 
by both coaches and athletes was feelings of sadness. However, this emotion was only 

Figure 7:  Reactions of failure. The graph shows the distribution of the  
 identified raw data units over the three sub categories. 
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identified by four interviewees, one from each group. Behavioural reactions upon failure 
were the least mentioned group by the three subgroups. In the Table below the most frequent 
mentioned behavioural reactions is displayed. To become asocial is according to the 
interviewees the most common behavioural reaction in both cultures. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Consequences of Failure. 
 
The graph below shows the identified consequences that follow after a failure. Five sub 
categories emerged from analysing the results. Four of the categories were the same as when 
categorizing consequences of success. The fifth category is called economical consequences 
and raw data units under that category were only identified by Portuguese coaches. This 
category emerged from that one coach claimed that whether or not the athlete performed well 
and placed well in the competition had crucial economical impact on both the athlete and the 
club the athlete competed for. When analyzing the graph below, subcategory by subcategory, 
some interesting data revealed. First, emotional consequences seem to be almost equally 
identified by the different interview groups and also, athletes identified more emotional 
consequences than coaches. The same goes for identified positive consequences of failure 
athletes identified more positive consequences then the coaches. One Portuguese athlete said 
“In each time of failure that I had and I went thru I've learnt a lot and become much 
stronger“ (Ip 13). Swedish coaches identified the least positive consequences and Portuguese 
athletes the most positive consequences. So far the graph followed a pattern. But when 
analyzing the three remaining subcategories that pattern seem to be broken. Performance 

Table 6:  Emotional and behavioural reactions on failure. 

Most common reactions to failure.
Coaches Athletes

Swedish 
(n=3)

Portuguese 
(n=2)

Swedish 
(n=7)

Portuguese 
(n=3)

Emotional
Frustration. 2 - 2 1
Sad 1 1 1 1
Disappointment. 1 - 2 1
Feel "sick". - - 3 -
Resignation. 1 - 1 -
Negative feelings. - 1 1 -
Everything went black. - - 2 -
It felt like a burden. - - 2 -
It was really tough. - - 2 -
Depressed. - - 2 -

Behavioral
Asocial. 1 1 3 2
Bad mode. - - 2 1
Run away. 1 - - -
Aggressive. 1 - - -
Does not listen. 1 - - -
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related consequences were more identified by coaches then by athletes. Swedish coaches was 
the group that identified most performance related consequences and Portuguese athletes the 
least. This pattern was the opposite of emotional- and positive consequences of failure. 
Furthermore, the analysis of negative consequences of failure showed that Swedish athletes 
see more negative consequences of failure then their coaches, the same goes for Portuguese 
athletes and coaches. Furthermore are Portuguese coaches the group that identified the least 
negative consequences of failure and Swedish athletes the group that identified the most 
negative consequences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Coping with Failure. 
 
How the interviewees coped with failure seems to have several similarities to how they coped 
with success. Five groups emerged from the analysis, four groups was the same as with 
coping with success, the last fifth group was named failing in coping. As the graph below 
shows, problem- focused coping were the main used coping strategy when facing a failure. An 
examples of a problem focused coping strategy was given by an Portuguese athlete “you have 
to realize you had some things bad… when you realize it and you see it, then you can 
overcome it” (Ip 15). Furthermore, Swedish coaches identified avoidance- focused coping as 
the second chosen coping strategy and Portuguese coaches identified avoidance- emotion- and 
appraisal- focused coping strategies equally as the secondly chosen coping strategies. 
Athletes, both Swedish and Portuguese, identified avoidance- focused coping as the least used 

Figure 8:  Consequences of failure. The graph shows the distribution of the  
 identified raw data units over the five sub categories. 
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coping strategy. This shows on a difference in perception of how the athletes cope with failure 
among the interviewees.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Coach Help with Failure. 
 
Figure 10 below shows how athletes and coaches perceive the help the coaches gave to the 
athletes when facing a failure. According to the graph, Swedish coaches uses mainly emotion- 
focused and problem- focused strategies to help their athletes. The Swedish coaches also use 
some appraisal- focused strategies to regulate the athletes appraisal. This, however, is not an 
opinion shared with the Swedish athletes. The Swedish athletes did agree on that Swedish 
coaches used emotions- focused and problem- focused strategies to help them but they did not 
identify any attempts to help them by changing their appraisal. Furthermore, Portuguese 
coaches claimed that they used only problem- focused strategies to help their athletes. One 
Portuguese coach said “I try to manipulate the mind of the athletes in the way they achieves 
the results or the goals in the everyday, because you have all kinds of different goal, in their 
workout“ (Ip 11). The Portuguese athletes however identified three different types of coping 
strategies used by their coaches and problem- focused strategies was the least used one among 
those three.             

Figure 9:  How athletes cope with failure. The graph shows the distribution of the  
 identified raw data units over the five sub categories. 
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Discussion 
 
The objectives of the study consisted of examining, how athletes and coaches in Sweden and 
Portugal define success and failure. How the athletes react and cope with success and failure 
and how the coaches perceive the athletes reactions and attempts to cope. What consequences 
athletes and coaches perceive and how coaches help athletes to cope with success and failure. 
Moreover, one objective that was involved in all of the above research questions was to study 
cultural differences between Swedish and Portuguese sportsmen in track and field. From the 
interviews was a total of 1226 raw data units identified and categorized.   

Definition of Success and Failure 
 
The first objective of the study was to study how athletes and coaches defined success and 
failure. The definition of success seemed, according to the results, to consist mainly of raw 
data units categorised under the subcategories: goals, development and flow. To reach goals 
and development are the two subcategories identified by most of the interviewees. Swedish 
coaches were the group that differed. Swedish coaches identified flow as the main category 
for definition of success. However, these three groups; goals, development and flow, were 
quite alike. For example; Kreiner- Phillips and Orlick (1993, see p.7) stated that winning 
might be the ultimate goal for an athlete. This statement, that winning are important for 
athletes, can actually be linked to all three categories. To win could be a goal, a development 
or a consequence of flow. That is, the subcategories that were created in this category were to 

Figure 10:  How coaches help athletes cope with failure. The graph shows the 
distribution of the identified raw data units over the four sub categories. 
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get a better overview of how the interviewees identified success. However, when doing a 
furtherer examination of the results in appendix 5 (1/8), the Table reveals that to win and to 
achieve good results was not frequently mentioned as a definition of success. Instead it 
seemed like success were defined as achieving development, reaching goals and personal 
development. This was the same for all four interview groups. These results indicates that the 
interviewees defined success as performing well and reaching goals and not as achieving 
good results and winning. This assumption has some support in Conroy et al. (2001, see Table 
1, p.3) statement that personal development as enhanced perception of self and increased 
psychological interaction and goal related benefits as achieved desired outcome are common 
perceptions and consequences of success at elite sportsmen. Furthermore, when reviewing the 
graph over definition of success (Figure 1, p.15) it seemed like there were some differences 
and similarities between the two cultures. It seemed like Portuguese sportsmen had a 
perception of success that were more alike then the Swedish sportsmen. One interesting result 
was that Portuguese coaches modestly identified emotions as a definition of success, which 
the Portuguese athletes did not identify. Moreover, Swedish coaches primary identified flow 
as a definition of success, for Swedish athletes however, was flow as a definition of success 
identified least. The differences could be a consequence of the greater amount of time and 
experience in sport the coaches has got compared to the athletes. The coaches, might see 
differently on, and see other signs of success, then the athletes. The difference could also 
depend on that coaches and athletes actually had different perceptions of success. However, 
the overall impression was that the definition of success was similar between the two cultures. 
 
The result of the analyses of how the interviewees define failure had some resembling to how 
the interviewees identified success. The definition of failure consisted mostly of raw data 
units categorized under performance related definitions. The most commonly identified raw 
data unit was according to the results injury. Injury was mentioned by eleven of the fifteen 
interviewees, and thereby the most commonly identified meaning unit among all. Moreover, 
goal related failures were the secondly most identified subcategory by three of the four 
interview groups. Swedish coaches were the group that differed. Swedish coaches identified 
the subcategory goal related failures as the main definition of failure. Furthermore, when 
comparing the two cultures it seemed like athletes had a more similar perception of failure the 
coaches did. When comparing Swedish and Portuguese coaches, the graph (See Figure 6, 
p.21) revealed that Swedish coaches’ definition of failure consisted mostly of goal related 
definitions. The Portuguese coaches main identified subcategory was performance related. 
However, performance related and goal related definitions were in some ways similar. 
Performance related definitions related to their capability to perform and training. Goal 
related definitions included reaching goals and being able to perform and train on a good 
level. Thereby the following conclusion could be drawn; Swedish and Portuguese athletes and 
coaches had similar perception of failure.  

Consequences of Success and Failure 
 
The second objective of the study was to study perceived consequences of success and failure. 
The results revealed that the primary identified perceived consequences of success were 
actually negative consequences, with one exception, Swedish athletes. The other three 
interview groups had, according to the result, a more negative perception of success. Swedish 
athletes, however, saw performance related consequences as the primary consequence. The 
Table in appendix 5 reveals that performance related consequences of success consisted 
mostly of positive consequences. If comparing the three groups that have negative 
consequences as the primary one to each other it seams like they are quite alike. According to 



28 

 

Conroy et al. (2001, see Table 1, p.3) pressure to meet higher expectations, performance 
benefits, surprising costs of succeeding, increased psychological interaction with others and 
enhanced perception of self are all common consequences of success. All of the above 
consequences identified by Conroy et al. (2001) were also identified in this study but the more 
negative parts were dominant. The more negative consequences of success can be linked to 
Birney et al. (1969, see p.4) discussion of fear of failure. Fear of failure involves fear of 
changing ones belief about one self to the negative, non- ego punishment and reduced social 
value. If locking in Table 3 (p.18) or in Appendix 5 (3/8) some of the identified negative 
consequences of success can be linked to the three consequences identified by Conroy et al. 
(2001). For example; fear of having to change ones belief about one self  can be linked to the 
meaning units that involves expectations built up by the athlete and star fever. The fear of 
having a reduced social value can be linked to pressure from others and expectations from 
others. But the negative identified consequences of success also involve things as problem 
with focusing, arousal, overbearing and stress. 
 
As with perceived consequences of success, did failure consists mostly of negative aspects 
when looking at the combined total of all interviewees (See Figure 8 p.24). Although negative 
aspects of failure were primary identified only Swedish athletes identified negative 
consequences more than any other consequences. This could mean that among the four 
interview groups Swedish athletes are those who see most negative on failure. Moreover, if 
once again looking at the combined total, the graphs reveal that the secondly most identified 
subcategory is positive consequences of failure. This creates a kind of paradox. A high 
amount of negative consequences of failure were identified among the interviewees. So did 
positive consequences. In fact, positive consequences were identified as the second most 
common consequence by Swedish athletes. So, Swedish athletes do not only see most 
negative consequences of failure but also most positive consequences. 
 
Once again there seem to be no obvious difference based on a cultural comparison. Athletes 
and coaches in the both countries seem to have rather similar perceptions of consequences 
that follow a failure. However, there seem to be a difference based on coaches vs. athletes. 
Coaches in the both countries had in common that they values performance related- and 
positive consequences of failure high and emotion related consequences low. Among the 
athletes this was reversed. Athletes value performance related consequences low and 
emotions a bit higher then the coaches.  

Reactions of Success and Failure 
 
The third objective of the study was to examine how athletes and coaches from Sweden and 
Portugal reacted upon success and failure. Reactions on success by the interviewees are 
shown in Figure 2 (p.16). The analysis of the graphs showed that emotional reactions were 
the most commonly identified. Sportsmen from Portugal and Sweden identified emotional 
reactions as the most common reaction. Swedish coaches, however, identified emotional 
reactions and thoughts equal. The subgroup thoughts as a reaction on success included 
different specific thoughts like ”I have so much inside I want to let out.” Thoughts were a 
subgroup that was identified by three of the four interview groups and one interview group, 
Portuguese athletes, did not identify any thoughts at all. Moreover, the analyses from the 
results gave the impressions that the athletes had a more similar perception of how they 
reacted on a success then the coaches. It also seemed like the difference between athletes and 
coaches were bigger then between the different cultures.  
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When analyzing how the interviewees reacted on success the graphs had some common 
pattern but when analyzing how the interviewees reacted on failure that pattern had vanished. 
All the four interview groups produced different graphs. This could be a sign that success was 
a subject that was more spoken of between athletes and coaches. Success is a positive thing in 
an athletes career and therefore it might be easier to talk about. Failure, however, can produce 
an asocial behaviour as shown in Table 6 (p.23). Swedish athletes and coaches result 
produced graphs that were pretty similar (Figure 7, p.22). Portuguese athletes and coaches 
however, had graph that had no resembling at all. This could be interpreted as difference 
between the two cultures. What could be the reason that athletes and coaches have a similar 
perception of the reactions on success but not on failure?  One impression the interviewer got 
from the interviewees was that the Swedish athletes had a closer relationship to their coaches 
then Portuguese athletes. But this is just an opinion and is not a research question covered, or 
supported, by this study. Moreover, interesting is that Portuguese coaches did not identify any 
thoughts as a reaction of failure which they did on success, the same, but reversed, is for the 
Portuguese athletes, they did identify thoughts as a reaction on failure but not on success.  

Coping with Success and Failure 
 
The fourth objective of the study was to examine how athletes coped with success and failure.  
Not surprisingly were problem- focused coping strategies the most frequently identified 
coping strategy when analyzing the results from how the athletes cope with success. This was 
supported in Crocker and Graham (1995) and Yoo (2001) whereas the authors stated that 
problem- focused coping strategies were the most commonly used ones (See p.5). All of the 
interview groups identified problem- focused coping strategies as the main coping strategies. 
Moreover, the secondly most common coping strategy produced interesting results. There 
were a difference once again based on coaches vs. athletes and not as one might imagine on 
cultural basis. Coaches identified appraisal- focused coping strategies as the second most 
used coping strategies and athletes identified emotion- focused coping strategies as the 
secondly most used ones. This means that while the athletes coped with a situation and the 
coaches perceived the athletes to use appraisal techniques they were, in fact, using emotion- 
focused coping strategies. Moreover, another interesting result was the use of avoidance- 
focused coping. While athletes, from both countries, identified some usage of avoidance- 
focused coping, Swedish coaches identified this type of coping more frequently and the 
Portuguese coaches did not identify any usage of this at all. These results indicate that athletes 
and coaches do not have the same perception of how they manage different situations.  
 
The result from how the athletes cope with failure also show that problem focused coping 
strategies were the most commonly used one when coping with failure, and once again this 
result is supported by earlier studies. Furthermore, the same pattern as with coping with 
success appears; one coping strategy, problem- focused coping, were identified as the most 
frequently used one by all four interview groups and the secondly most common coping 
strategy differs. It, once again, seems like the difference was based on coaches vs. athletes 
more then based on cultural differences. The athletes graphs were more or less alike, while the 
coaches graphs differed. There also seemed to be a difference based on coaches vs. athletes. 
The same conclusion that was drawn from coping with success could be drawn here: Coaches 
and athletes had not the same perception of how the athletes coped with different situations. 
 
As described above there were some differences in the adopted coping strategies. The most 
obvious differences were based on coaches vs. athletes basis rather then on cultural basis. One 
variable that this study did not treat was gender differences. Is it possible that there could be a 
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differences based on gender in these results as well? Maybe, if reviewing the part in the 
introduction that treats gender differences in coping, that assumption can be taken. Genders 
are a big variable that should be taken into account when working with athletes as a sport 
psychologist. Although this study did pay attention to gender differences it is likely that there 
might be a difference based on gender in adopted coping strategies. Anshel et al. (2001), 
Crocker and Graham (1995) and Anshel et al. (1997) supports the idea that different genders 
respond differently to the same stressors and also adopts different coping strategies to these 
stressors. 

Coach Help with Coping 
 
This part of the study treats the fifth objective of the study, namely how coaches helped their 
athletes to cope and how the athletes perceived the help the coaches gave. The previous part, 
how athletes coped, involved how the athletes coped and how the coaches perceived the 
athletes coping strategies. The result of the analyses showed that; the strategies adopted by the 
coaches to help their athletes cope with success were not the same strategies the coaches 
perceived the athletes to use when coping with success. While the coaches perceived athletes 
mainly to use problem- focused coping strategies, Swedish coaches chose to adopt mainly 
emotions- focused coping strategies to help their athletes. Portuguese coaches however, 
adopted mainly problem- focused coping strategies. There were no obvious differences based 
either culture or coaches vs. athletes regarding this part of the study. At the same time there 
were no similarities. The two groups that showed most similar data was Swedish coaches and 
Swedish athletes. They both value emotion- and problem- focused coping strategies high. 
Moreover did both groups of coaches identify appraisal techniques to help their athletes but 
none of the athletes recognized this. Why is there so many differences here? It seemed like the 
coaches had a more genuine perception of how their athletes coped with different situations 
then the athletes perception of how the coaches was trying to help them. Either was the 
attempts from the coaches to help the athletes not clear enough or was the athletes abilities to 
perceive them correct not good enough. Either way, both athletes and coaches probably have 
much to gain by developing these skills.  
 
When looking at the results from how coaches helped their athletes to cope with failure the 
differences are not as noticeable. Coaches and athletes from Sweden had quite similar 
perception of how coaches helped the athletes. The result from both Swedish coaches and 
athletes showed that the coaches helped their athletes mainly by using emotion- and problem- 
focused coping strategies. Furthermore, the Swedish coaches identified appraisal- focused 
coping strategies as strategies adopted to help their athletes. The Swedish athletes, however, 
did not identify any usage of appraisal at all by the coaches. Moreover, the difference between 
Portuguese athletes and coaches were mush more obvious. The Portuguese coaches did 
mainly identify problem- focused coping strategies as strategies adopted to help their athletes. 
Meanwhile, the Portuguese athletes did only identify a little amount of problem- focused 
coping strategies adopted by the coaches, instead they identified a higher amount of 
emotions- focused coping strategies. If doing a comparison between how coaches helped their 
athletes cope with success and failure it seems like they are a bit more uniform about how the 
coaches helped the athletes cope with failure. However, there are still big differences and 
there is probably mush to gain here too, if the athletes and coaches could agree and develop 
these variables. 
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Failing in Coping 
 
Failing in coping was only modesty identified by the interviewees. There can be several 
reasons why this category was not identified more. First, the area of failing in coping was not 
the primary objective of this study and therefore the interviews was not directed to this area. 
Secondly, perhaps these interviewees had no or little experience of failing in coping and third 
the interviewees might not have felt comfortable enough to speak about this matter. Either 
way, Poczwardowski and Conroy (2002, see p.7) identified that twelve out of sixteen 
interviewees had experience in failing in coping. So the probability that this phenomenon was 
almost nonexistent among these interviewees is not very likely. 

Comparing track and field sportsmen 
 
Dale (2002) studied decathletes most memorable performance. Although this field of research 
was not covered in this study, and therefore not asked in the interviews, it is highly possible 
interviewees in this study would give answers similar to the interviewees in Dales study. This 
statement is founded in that most interviewees claimed that they competed against themselves 
and their own personal best. Moreover, success was highly defined as reaching goals. 
Furthermore, Dales (2000) study showed that the interviewed decathletes primary coping 
strategies was to prepare well before a competition. This study only gives some indirect 
support to Dale. To prepare well before a competition was not identified as a coping strategy 
but some other meaning units consisted of preparations, meaning units as planning, goal 
setting, go thru the race before and get ready a long time before. These meaning units could 
be linked to Dales results that decathletes adopted a coping strategy consisted of preparing 
before a competition. Dale (2000) also identified that all seven of the interviewees in his study 
used key phrases to help them in the competition. This was not identified in this study. 
However, positive self- talk was identified. The athletes in this study used positive self- talk to 
help them control them selves in competitive situations. 

Cultural and Coaches vs. Athletes Differences 
 
This study showed that there were differences in coping between different sports, gender and 
cultures. These areas of research are interesting for the scientific community. If the 
researchers could understand these differences and perhaps control and even predict them, it 
would be a huge step forward in the sport psychology research field. This study treated 
differences based on coaches vs. athletes linked to and compared to cultural differences. 
Haglind (2004) studied the coping phenomenon and differences in this field on the basis of 
Swedish coaches and athletes. The result from that study was then re- analyzed and used in 
this study. The results indicated that a difference based on cultural aspects regarding coping 
between Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches existed. However, in some cases the 
differences between coaches and athletes were bigger then between the two different cultures. 
Furthermore, this study was probably the first cross-cultural study done on Swedish and 
Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding the area of coping with success and failure. Even 
so did this study produce some interesting results. The definition of success is one example. 
The result show that there was no cultural difference but a difference based on coaches vs. 
athletes. The graph on page 15 (Figure 1) shows that athletes seem to have a more common 
perception of success than coaches. Similar result was produced when analysing reactions on 
success and consequences of failure. Furthermore, there are some data that show differences 
based on culture, definition of failure and reactions on failure are two examples. Moreover, 
this study did not show any distinguished result whether cultural differences or differences 
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based on coaches vs. athletes were most common. This is an interesting result because, 
without any scientifically research to support this following statement in, it is likely that there 
are big differences between Swedish and Portuguese cultures. There are differences in 
religion, adolescence, way of living and so forth. All of these factors could probably influence 
the way athletes and coaches behave, think and act. Or is there a possibility that sport and 
sport life on this high international level are independent of culture? This research question is 
difficult to answer with only this study to draw conclusions from. However, this study did not 
show significant differences between the two cultures. 

Reflective Thoughts From the Author.   
 
As just stated, this thesis did not show any major differences between Swedish and 
Portuguese sportsmen. However, there were some differences both on coaches vs. athletes 
basis as well as on a cultural basis and in some questions there was no obvious difference at 
all. Some overall impression from the interviews is to be drawn. These forthcoming 
statements are drawn without any scientific research to support them. They are an overall 
impression that the interviewer got from conducting the interviews. One impression was that 
Portuguese sportsmen were not as ahead in the sport psychology area as the Swedish 
sportsmen. This impression was based on the fact that when conduction the interviews with 
the sportsmen in Portugal they talked about and around areas covered by sport psychology in 
a way that felt not as up to date as the Swedish interviewees. Of course this can depends on a 
lot of different things. One aspect that comes into mind is the difficulty to make themselves 
understood in a language they are not used to speak. Furthermore it felt like Swedish athletes 
and coaches were more of the same opinion about questions that were asked then the 
Portuguese sportsmen. However, the aspect of language difficulties must be considered here 
as well. Moreover, it is important to once again state that these impressions are neither shown 
nor supported in the results produced by this study. They are based on conversations with the 
interviewees before and after the actually interview took place and are founded in the 
impression that appeared during the creation of this thesis. Also, these previous statements 
can not be generalized to a bigger population then the interviewed one. Furthermore, the 
answers to the question about how athletes and coaches define success and failure gave the 
impression that most of the interviewees had a “healthy” attitude towards success and failure. 
The interviewees defined success and failure according to their own performance and goals 
and not from the point of view of others. This might be the result of competing on a high level 
of sport. Moreover, interesting was the result from what consequences the interviewees saw as 
linked to success and failure. The most common identified consequences of success were in 
fact negative consequences. However, the interviewees did not see the success as something 
negative, but the consequences that followed success were identified as negative. 
Furthermore, athletes from the two countries seemed to perceive their adopted coping 
strategies almost equal. However, when asking the coaches what strategies they choose to 
adopt when helping the athletes to cope, their answer did not agree with the strategies the 
athletes identified as adopted by the coaches. Is it possible that the coaches tried to help the 
athletes in a way they thought was good but the athletes did not recognize their efforts for 
what they was. Perhaps the coaches need to be clearer in their attempts or maybe the athletes 
need to increase their understanding for the coaches and what the do to help them. 
 
 
 



33 

 

Summary 
 
This study was conducted to explore the research area of how track and field sportsmen cope 
with success and failure and cultural differences. In conclusion the result from the objectives 
of the study showed that: 
a)  Success was primary defined as reaching goals by Swedish athletes and Portuguese 

athletes and coaches. Swedish coaches defined success primary by reaching a state of 
flow. 

  
Failure was defined primary as performance related mistakes by Swedish athletes and 
Portuguese athletes and coaches. Swedish coaches defined failure as not being able to 
reach goals. 
 

b) The most common identified reaction upon success was emotional reactions. Emotions as 
the primary reaction to success were identified by all interviewees. The exception was 
Swedish coaches who identified emotions and thoughts equally as reactions on success. 
 
As with success, emotions were identified as the primary reaction to failure. Portuguese 
athletes, however, identified thoughts as the primary reaction to failure. 
 

c) The most common identified consequences of success were actually negative 
consequences. The only interview group that did not identify negative consequences as the 
primary one was Swedish athletes. This group identified performance related 
consequences as the most commonly ones. 
 
When comparing the interview groups to each other regarding consequences of failure, all 
previous patterns seem to be vanished. All four groups had different results in this matter. 
But when studying the combined result of all groups, negative consequences of failure 
were the most commonly identified subcategory followed by positive consequences of 
failure. 

 
d) When looking at the result of what different coping strategies the interviewees choose to 

adopt when coping with success some interesting results emerged. The result clearly 
showed that problem- focused coping strategies are the ones the interviewees prefer.  
 
The same pattern is shown in the question regarding coping with failure. Problem- 
focused coping strategies are clearly the preferred strategies when coping with failure. 

 
e) Regarding how coaches help their athletes to cope with success two sets of strategies seem 

to be the preferred ones. Namely emotions- focused and problem- focused copings 
strategies. The same strategies are adopted when the coaches help their athletes cope with 
failure. 

Putting theory into practice 
 
The results of this study show some differences and some common traits in coping. These 
results might help sport psychologist in their applied work. If looking upon success and 
failure as a continuum where success and failure are the extremes, almost every performance 
in sport can be placed in that continuum. If this figure of speech has any relevance, then this 
study might really help developing different approaches for working with athletes and 
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coaches who feel that they need professional mental counselling. How athletes and coaches 
perceive situations of success and failure might play the most crucial part in how well they are 
able to handle them. This statement, that the perception plays an important role in coping, is 
supported by Anshel et al. (2001). Anshel developed a model over how the coping process 
works (See Figure 11). This model is, according to Anshel et al., based on theoretical 
framework and empirical observations. The model consist of 4 stages; first the perception of a 
stressful event or stimulus. The second stage is the appraisal of the stimulus. Third is the 
athletes use of coping strategies and last is the post coping activity. The post coping activity is 
an area that has been more or less ignored in sport research (Anshel et al., 2001). This activity 
consists of the athletes thoughts and actions that follows the use of coping. 
 

 
The model above shows in a good way how the coping process works. The model could easily 
be applied in practical work. When looking at the model the conclusion that the most 
important step in the coping process probably is the first, the appraisal, can be drawn. The 
appraisal tells the athlete or the coach whether or the situation is perceived as stressful or not. 
If the athlete or coach can learn to regulate the appraisal it would be the key to the coping 
process according to this model. This study gives some support to the previous discussion. To 
learn to control ones appraisals, can control the need of coping and thereby control distracters 
and energy consuming behaviours that draws focus from the performance.  

Concerns of the Study 
 
There are some obvious concerns of this study that can affect the results. The langue barriers 
could create potential communication problems that set some limitations to the study. The 
Swedish population was interviewed in their own native langue but the Portuguese population 
was interviewed in English and the level of ability to speak English was varied. Among the 
five interviewees there were three that could speak English good and two who could speak 

Event 
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Cognitive 
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No Coping 

Coping Strategy 

Off Task 

On Task 

On Task 

Assess Coping
Effectiveness

Cognitive 
Reappraisal

Stress 

Approach Avoidance 

Behavioral Cognitive Behavioral Cognitive 

- Harm / Loss 
- Threat 
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Figure 11: Model of the coping process in sport. 
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English fairly good. Either way, to do an interview in a second langue makes it hard to 
express oneself and explain things that could be important. Another concern is the 
transcription of the interviews and the translation of the Swedish results. These steps were 
done by one single researcher. Because no triangulation was done there can be errors in the 
final result. Moreover there are some concerns regarding the population. There were ten 
interviewees in the Swedish population and five in the Portuguese population. The relative 
small amount of coaches creates the same limitation as the difference between the Swedish 
and Portuguese population. These two populations make it difficult to generalize the result to 
a bigger population than the studied one. Furthermore, some concerns regarding the external 
validity should be taken. Although the populations were selected as random as possible under 
the current circumstances the result is not completely random. The interviewees were 
recruited by as so called snow ball recruitment and that is based on that one interviewee gives 
a suggestion to the next interviewee.  

Future Research 
 
This study examined a research area that has not received much attention in the past. 
Hopefully this study has both awaken some questions as well as answered some. To study this 
specific part of sport psychology furtherer can hopefully help athletes as well as coaches to 
reach peak performance on a more frequent basis. Success and failure are something that are a 
part of every athlete and coach everyday training and competition. To furtherer explore how 
athletes and coaches perceive and experience success and failure can hopefully help 
sportsmen to regulate and control situations where success or failure creates conditions that 
are difficult to handle. Moreover, it would be interesting to furtherer explore this research area 
with a cross-cultural research approach. This study did not show of any significant differences 
on cultural basis but it is highly likely that other researches will show different. Furthermore it 
would be in the scientific community interests to explore gender differences in this specific 
area of research. 



36 

 

References 
 
Andersen, M.B., & Williams, J.M. (1988). A model of stress and athletic injury: Prediction  
 and prevention. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 10, 294-306. 
 
Anshel, M.H., Jamieson, J., & Raviv, S. (2001). Coping with acute stress among male and  
 female Israeli athletes. International Journal of Sport Psychology, 31, 271-289. 
 
Anshel, M.H., &  Kaissidis, A.N. (1997). Coping style and situational appraisals as predictors  
 of coping strategies following stressful events in sport as a function of gender and skill  
 level. British Journal of Psychology, 88(2), 263-276. 
 
Anshel, M.H., Kim, K-W., Kim, B-H., Chang, K-J., & Eom, H-J. (2001). A model for coping  
 with stressful events in sport: Theory, application, and future directions. International  
 Journal of Sport Psychology, 32(1), 43-75. 
 
Anshel, M.H., Williams, L.R.T., & Hodge, K. (1997). Cross- cultural and gender differences  
 on coping style in sport. International Journal of Sport Psychology, 28, 141-156. 
 
Birney, R.C., Burdick, H., & Teecan, R.D. (1969). Fear of failure. New York: Van Nostrand.  
 
Cole, M. (1998). Cultural Psychology: A Once and Future Discipline. Harvard University  
 Press. 
 
Conroy, D.E., Poczwardowski, A., & Henschen, K.P. (2001). Evaluating criteria and  
 consequences associated with failure and success for with athletes and performing  
 artists. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 13, 300-322. 
 
Cox, R.H., & Liu, Z. (1993). Psychological skills: A cross-cultural investigation.  
 International Journal of Sport Psychology, 24(3), 326-340.  
 
Crocker, P.R.E., & Graham, T.R. (1995). Coping by competitive athletes with performance  
 stress: Gender Differences and relationships with affect. The Sport Psychologist, 9, 325- 
 338. 
 
Crocker, P.R.E., & Isaak, K. (1997). Coping during competitions and training sessions: Are  
 youth swimmer consistent? International Journal of Sport Psychology, 28, 355-369.  
 
Dale, G.A. (2000). Distractions and coping strategies of elite decathletes during their most  
 memorable performances. Sport Psychologist, 14(1), 17-41. 
 
Duda, J.L., & Allison, M.T. (1990). Cross-cultural analysis in exercise and sport psychology:  

A void in the field. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 12(2), 114-131.  
  

Eklund, R., Gould, D., & Jackson, S. (1993). Psychological foundations of Olympic wrestling  
 excellence: Reconciling individual differences and nomothetic characterization. Journal  
 of Applied Sport Psychology, 5, 36-47. 
 
 



37 

 

Giacobbi, P.R., & Wienberg, R.S. (2000). An examination of coping in sport: Individual trait  
 anxiety differences and situational consistency. The Sport Psychologist, 14, 42-62. 
 
Gould, D., Finch, L., & Jackson, S. (1993). Coping strategies used by national champion  
 figure skaters. Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 64, 453-468. 
 
Gould, D., Udry, E., Bridges, D., & Beck, L. (1997). Coping with season- ending injuries. The  
 Sport Psychologist, 11, 379-399. 
 
Grove, J.R., Heard, N.P. (1997). Optimism and sport confidence as correlates of slump- 
 related coping among athletes. Sport Psychologist, 11(4), 400-410. 
 
Haglind, D. (2004). Coping with success and failure – A qualitative study on athletes and  
 coaches in track and field. C-level thesis in sport Psychology. School of Social and  
 Health Sciences. Halmstad University. 
 
Hanin, Y. (2000). Emotions in sport. Human Kinetics. 
 
Holt, N.L., Hogg, J.M. (2002). Perceptions of stress and coping during preparations for the  
 1999 women's soccer World Cup finals. Sport Psychologist, 16(3), 251-271. 
 
Horn, T.S. (1992). Advances in Sport Psychology. Human Kinetics. 
 
Isogai, H., Brewer, B.W., Cornelius, A.E., Etnier, J., & Tokunaga, M. (2003). A cross-cultural  
 analysis of goal orientation in American and Japanese physical education students.  
 International Journal of Sport Psychology, 34(1), 80-93. 
 
Kim, B.J., Williams, L., & Gill, D. (2003). A cross-cultural study of achievement orientation  
 and intrinsic motivation in young USA and Korean athletes. International Journal of  
 Sport Psychology, 34(2), 168-184. 
 
Kreiner- Phillips, K., & Orlick, T. (1993). Winning after winning: The psychology of ongoing  
 excellence. Sport Psychologist. 7(1), 31-48. 
 
Kvale, S. (1997). Den kvalitativa forskningsintervjuen. Studentlitteratur, Lund. 
 
Lazarus, R.S. (2000). How emotions influence performance in competitive sports. Sport  
 Psychologist, 14(3), 229-252. 
  
Lazarus, R.S., & Folkman, S. (1984). Stress, appraisal and coping. Springer. 
 
Neuman, W.L. (1994). Social Research methods – Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches  
 2nd ed.  Allyn and Bacon. 
 
Olglive, B.C. (1968). The unconscious fear of success. Quest, 10, 35-39. 
 
Olglive, B.C., & Tutko, T.A. (1966). Problem athletes and how to handle them. London:  
 Pelham. 
 
 



38 

 

Poczwardowski, A., & Conroy, D.E. (2002). Coping responses to failure and success among  
 elite athletes and performing artists. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 14(4),  
 313-329. 
 
Si, G.,& Chung, P.K. (2001). East meets west – Indigenous and cross- cultural analysis of  
 sport and exercise psychology. 10th World Congress of Sport Psychology, Vol 5.   
 Skiathos, Hellas. 
 
Weinberg, R.S., & Gould, D. (1999). Foundations of Exercise and Sport psychology.  
 Human Kinetics. 
 
White, S.A. (1993). The relationship between psychological skills, experience, and practice  

commitment among collegiate male and female skiers. The Sport Psychologist,  
7(1), 49-57. 

 
Yoo, J. (2001). Coping profile of Korean competitive athletes. International Journal of Sport  
 Psychology, 32, 290-303. 



 

 

Appendixes 
 

Appendix 1. English interview guide for athletes. 
 
Appendix 2. Swedish interview guide for athletes. 
 
Appendix 3. English interview guide for coaches. 
 
Appendix 4. Swedish interview guide for coaches. 
 
Appendix 5. Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and  
 coaches regarding success. 
 
Appendix 6. Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and  
  coaches regarding failure.



Appendix 1  1/2 
English interview guide for athletes. 

 

Athletes. 

Background questions: 

Tell me a little bit about your self. 

• Specific character for you.  

• Age. 

• Sex. 

• Sport. 

• Sport experiences. 

o For how long, this specific sport and total. 

o Different sports. 

• Level of sport. 

• Activities outside sport. 

• Education general/sport. 

 

 

Main questions: 

• Define success/failure general. 

o Feelings. 

o Effects positive and negative. 

o Consequences. 

• Are success and failure important for you in sport? 

 

 

Success/failure: 

Picture you self in a situation where you experienced success/failure as something difficult. 

• Discus: 

o Feelings before/after. 

o The situation. 

 The competition. 

 Background. 

 Other factors. 

 

o Behaviour. 



Appendix 1  2/2 
English interview guide for athletes. 

 

 Reactions. 

 Relations. 

 What strategies used. 

• Behaviour changing. 

• Goal setting. 

• Thought control. 

o Effects. 

 Did it work? Effects. 

 In what ways. 

o Consequences. 

 Feelings (now when you think of it). 

 Changes in behaviour. 

• Training. 

• Relations. 

• Goal setting. 

o Do you have anything to add? 

 

 

• Identify coping strategies. 

• In what ways do you prepare fore a competition? 

• In what ways does your trainer help you to deal with situations where you 

feel the need to cope? 

• What help do you have from others peoples? 

• Do you think that this interview is about something that you belive is 

relevant and important for the sport? 

• Debriefing and other questions. 
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Aktiva. 

Bakgrundsfrågor: 

Berätta lite om dig själv. 

• Utmärkande drag för just dig. 

• Ålder 

• Kön 

• Idrott 

• Idrottserfarenheter. 

o Hur länge, totalt och denna tävlingsidrott. 

o Olika idrotter. 

• Tävlingsnivå. 

• Aktiviteter utanför idrotten. 

• Utbildning generell/idrottslig. 

 

 

Huvudfrågor: 

• Definiera framgång/motgång 

o Känslor. 

o Effekter, pos. & neg. 

o Konsekvenser. 

• Är framgång och motgång viktigt för dig som idrottare. 

 

 

Framgång/motgång: 

Föreställ dig själv i en situation där du upplevt framgången/motgång som något jobbigt. 

• Diskutera: 

o Känslan före/efter. 

o Känslan efter/efter. 

o Situationen. 

 Tävling. 

 Bakgrund. 

 Andra faktorer. 
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o Beteende. 

 Reaktioner. 

 Relationer. 

 Vilken strategi användes. 

• Beteendeförändring. 

• Målsättning. 

• Tankeförändring. 

o Utfall. 

 Fungerade det, effekter. 

 På vilket sätt. 

o Konsekvenser. 

 Känslor (nu när du tänker tillbaka på det). 

 Beteendeförändring. 

• Träning. 

• Relationer. 

• Målsättning. 

o Har du något att tillägga. 

 

 

• Identifiera copingstrategier. 

• Hur förbereder du dig inför en tävling. 

• Vilken hjälp har du från din tränare att klara av copingsituationer. 

• Vilken hjälp har du från andra. 

• Tycker du att det som intervjun har handlat om är något som är relevant och 

som du skulle vilja lära dig mera om. 

• Debriefing och besvara frågor.  
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Coaches. 

Background questions: 

Tell me a little bit about your self. 

• Specific character for you.  

• Age. 

• Sex. 

• Sport. 

• Sport experiences. 

o For how long, this specific sport and total. 

o Different sports. 

• Level of sport on your athletes. 

• Activities outside sport. 

• Education general/sport 

• Is you being a trainer a work? Full/half/%. 

 

 

Main questions: 

• Define success/failure general. 

o Feelings. 

o Effects positive and negative. 

o Consequences (star fever). 

• Are success and failure important for you in sport? 

 

 

Success/failure: 

Picture a situation where one of your athletes experienced success/failure as something 

difficult. 

• Discus: 

o Perceived feelings the athlete had before and after. 
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o The situation. 

 The competition. 

 Background. 

 Other factors. 

o Behaviour. 

 Reactions. 

 Relations. 

 What strategies used. 

• Behaviour changing. 

• Goal setting. 

• Thought control. 

o Effects. 

 Did it work? Effects. 

 In what ways. 

o Consequences. 

 Feelings (now when you think of it). 

 Changes in behaviour. 

• Training. 

• Relations. 

• Goal setting. 

o Do you have anything to add? 

 

 

• Identify coping strategies your athletes use. Generalise if possible.  

• Significant others. 

• In what ways do you help your athletes to deal with situations they feel they 

need to cope with? 

• Do you think that this interview is about something that you believe is 

relevant and important for the sport? 

• Debriefing and other questions. 
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Tränare. 

Bakgrundsfrågor: 

Berätta lite om dig själv. 

• Utmärkande drag för just dig. 

• Ålder 

• Kön 

• Idrott 

• Idrottserfarenheter. 

o Hur länge, totalt och denna tävlingsidrott. 

o Olika idrotter. 

• Tävlingsnivå på dina aktiva. 

• Aktiviteter utanför idrotten. 

• Utbildning generell/idrottslig. 

• Är träningsjobbet fulltids/deltids/ideellt. 

 

 

Huvudfrågor: 

• Definiera framgång/motgång 

o Känslor. 

o Effekter, pos. & neg. 

o Konsekvenser (stiger framgången dem åt huvudet, star fever). 

• Är framgång och motgång viktigt för dig som tränare. 

 

 

Framgång/motgång: 

Föreställ dig en situation där en av dina aktiva befinner sig i en situation där de upplevt 

framgången/motgång som något jobbigt. 

• Diskutera: 

o Känslan som du upplevt hos den aktive före/efter. 

. 
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o Situationen. 

 Tävling. 

 Bakgrund. 

 Andra faktorer. 

o Beteende. 

 Reaktioner. 

 Relationer. 

 Vilken strategi användes. 

• Beteendeförändring. 

• Målsättning. 

• Tankeförändring. 

o Utfall. 

 Fungerade det, effekter. 

 På vilket sätt. 

o Konsekvenser. 

 Känslor (nu när du tänker tillbaka på det). 

 Beteendeförändring. 

• Träning. 

• Relationer. 

• Målsättning. 

o Har du något att tillägga. 

 

 

• Identifiera copingstrategier hos dina idrottare. Ev. generalisera. 

• På vilket sätt hjälper du dina idrottare att klara av situationer. Ev. 

generalisera. 

• Signifikanta andra. 

• Tycker du att det som intervjun har handlat om är något som är relevant och 

som du skulle vilja lära dig mera om. 

• Debriefing och besvara frågor.  
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Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Definition:

Goals
Reaching goals. 3 1 1 1
Reaching goals and beyond. - 1 1 -
Perform as planed. - 1 1 -
Winning. - 2 - -
Return after injury. - - 1 -
To succeed with something new. 1 - - -
Good results. - 1 - -
Achieving your goals. - - - 1

Developmental
Development. 2 1 - -
Good results. - - 1 1
Succeed in sport. - 1 1 -
Personal best. - - 1 -
Succeed in doing some technical detail. - - 1 -
Positive changes in life. - 1 - -
When everything goes perfect. - - - 1

Flow
Flow. 2 - 1 1
To do what is expected. 2 - - -
When it works with your partner. 1 - - -
To do something “superhuman”. 1 - - -
Perform well. - 1 - -
The mind is on top. - - 1 -

Emotions
Feeling of success. - - 1 -
The body feels good. - - 1 -

Reactions:
Emotional
Happy feelings. 1 1 3 3
Wonderful feeling. - 2 2 -
Pride. 1 - 1 1
Joy. - - 2 1
Feeling hyped. - - 2 -
Surprised. - 1 1 -
"Wow, I still got it." - - 1 -
Satisfaction. - - 1 -
Funny feeling in my stomach. - - 1 -

SUCCESS
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Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Emotional (cont.)
Euphoric. - - 1 -
Emptiness. - - 1 -
Bouncy. - - 1 -
Felling fast. - - 1 -
Feeling explosive. - - 1 -
Exhilarated. - - 1 -
Everything was fun. - - 1 -
Over aroused. - - 1 -
It feels like a rock has fell of my chest. - - 1 -
Like falling in love. - - 1 -
Surprised. - 1 - -

Thoughts
Test how far I can reach. - - 1 -
Oh my god, I'm in the European championship. - - 1 -
”I have so much inside I want to let out.” 1 - - -
”How the hell did I do that?” 1 - - -
Enjoying my self. - 1 - -

Behavioral
Trying harder to succeed. - - 1 1
I go forward. - - 1 -
Everything works. - - 1 -
I become the person I want to be. - - 1 -
I didn't want to rest. - - 1 -
Jumping and screaming. - - 1 -
I picked up my coach and chocked him. - - 1 -
Smiling. - - 1 -
Training harder. - - 1 -
Sturdy. 1 - - -
Don't show feelings. - 1 - -
Talk to other persons. - - - 1

Consequences:
Emotions
Happiness, joy. 1 1 1 -
Feeling good. - - 2 -
Positive feelings. - - 2 -
Nervous. - 1 1 -
Feeling invincible. - - 1 1
Exciting. - - 1 -
Many changes in the feelings. - - 1 -
Want more. - - 1 -
It's nice with the attention. - - 1 -  
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Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Emotions (cont.)
Self- confidence. - - 1 -
No resistance. - - 1 -
No negative feelings. - - 1 -
I has so much more to give. - - 1 -
Relaxed. - - 1 -
You get a good feeling that you want again. - - 1 -
Harmonic. - - 1 -
Satisfaction. 1 - - -
Warmth. 1 - - -
Relief. 1 - - -
Anxiety. - 1 - -
It made me feel "high". - - - 1
like the world was mine. - - - 1
“The sky is the limits”. - - - 1
Surprised. - - - -

Negative consequences of success
Expectations from me. 1 1 4 1
Pressure. 2 1 2 -
Expectations from others - - 4 -
Star fever. 1 1 - 1
Everything goes to fast. 2 - - -
Nervousness. - 1 - 1
Draw focus from training. - - - 2
Waiting for losing. - - 1 -
Over aroused. - - 1 -
Put a lot more force into it. - - 1 -
I didn't care mush. - - 1 -
Didn't focus on the competition. - - 1 -
Demands. - - 1 -
Got tired of it. - - 1 -
Lives in an unrealistic world in their minds. 1 - - -
Stops working for success. 1 - - -
Overbearing. 1 - - -
See achieving intermediate goals as a big success. 1 - - -
Feels like a load. 1 - - -
Stress. 1 - - -
Change in the relationship. - 1 - -
Thought that I owned the world. - - - 1
To many things in my mind. - - - 1
Treated my colleagues bad. - - - 1
Colleagues stopped talking to me. - - - 1
Gained some enemies. - - - 1
Changed personality. - - - 1  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
success. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Performance related
You give a little bit more. 1 2 3 1
New goals. 1 - 2 -
Trained a lot. - - 1 2
Flow. - - 2 -
Fri from injuries. - - 2 -
No stress. - - 2 -
Attention from the sport society. 1 - - 1
Funnier. - - 1 -
"How am I suppose to perform like this again?" - - 1 -
"This is how I want to perform." - - 1 -
Confirmation on training. - - 1 -
Test my self. - - 1 -
Had a lot of strength. - - 1 -
Everybody behaviors different towards me. - - 1 -
Less respect for the opponents. - - 1 -
Self confidence. - - 1 -
Able to do what you should. - - 1 -
I don't notice the opponents. - - 1 -
When you do a throw like that you don't even remembe - - 1 -
Locking forward to the next competition. - - 1 -
Acceptance and recognition from fellowmen. 1 - - -
Good results. - 1 - -
Gain more strength. - - - 1

- -
Positive consequences of success
Gain self- confidence. 1 - 2 -
Stimulates by competition. 2 - - -
Believe in your self. - - 1 -
Exciting. - - 1 -
Better to handle situations. - - 1 -
Positive thoughts. - - 1 -
Teach. - - 1 -
Wants to improve. - - 1 -
Lively. - - 1 -
Does not think. - - 1 -
You let go of all shit. - - 1 -
Forget all around you. - - 1 -
Accepts challenges. 1 - - -
Development. 1 - - -
Gain energy. 1 - - -
Effects the rest of life. - - - 1  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
success. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
How athletes cope with success:

Emotions
Family. - - 5 -
Positive thinking. - - 3 2
Find feelings. - - 3 1
Social connections. - - - 4
Partner. - - 3 -
Dare. - - 2 -
Turn into one self. - - 2 -
Feeling strong and fast. - - 1 1
Trust in my self. - - 1 1
To have a dialog. 1 - 1 -
I'm another person at the track. - - 1 -
Self pep- talk. - - 1 -
Friends. - - 1 -
Keep feeling. - - 1 -
Imaginary. - - 1 -
Higher goals. - - 1 -
Create a zone of safety. - - 1 -
Self talk - - 1 -
My coach. - - 1 -
Talks. - - 1 -
Listening to my body. - - 1 -
Was my self. - - 1 -
Someone to be my self with. - - 1 -
Turn into themselves. 1 - - -
Mental techniques. - 1 - -
Music - - - 1

Appraisal
Keep sport and private life apart. - 1 2 2
Compete against your self. - 2 - 1
"I'm the best." - - 1 1
If others can, so can I. - - - 2
Believe in the training. - - - 2
It's natural. - - 1 -
You know why and for what you train. - - 1 -
Thinking. - - 1 -
Bandy ideas. - - 1 -
Talking. - - 1 -  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
success. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Appraisal (cont.)
Distains. - - 1 -
Lay down on the floor and thinking. - - 1 -
What am I nervous for. - - 1 -
What could happened. - - 1 -
Keep demands reasonable. - - 1 -
I try not to make competition to much of a thing. - - 1 -
Try to see something positive in everything. - - 1 -
The conditions is the same for everybody. - - 1 -
I knew that I they improves I would improve. - - 1 -
 A need of understanding. 1 - - -
What is the reason of this success? 1 - - -
To re-evaluate goals. 1 - - -

Avoidance
Keeps to my self. - - 2 -
Blocks stressors. 1 - - 1
In my world is everything good. - - 1 -
Keep focus of sport. - - 1 -
Take care of my self. - - 1 -
Just go on. - - 1 -
Not analyzing the bad stuff. - - 1 -
Block out problems. 1 - - -

Problem
Relax. - - 4 2
Get ready a long time before. - - 4 2
Goal setting. 3 1 - 2
Go thru the race before. - - 4 -
Performing in competition as in practice. - - 3 1
Analyze. 1 - 3 -
Focus. - - 1 3
Pattern of warming up. - - 3 -
Imaginary. - 2 1 -
Sleeping well. - - 2 -
Eating. - - 2 -
Listening to the body. - - 2 -
Take on a role. - - 2 -
Take care of things. - - 2 -
Mental pattern. - - 2 -
Planning. - - 2 -  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
success. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Problem (cont.)
Listen to Willie Ralio. - - 1 -
Trying to take the way of thinking with me. - - 1 -
Low profile. - - 1 -
Lay energy on practice. - - 1 -
Helping each other. - - 1 -
Feedback. - - 1 -
Repeating a behavior. - - 1 -
Trying and resting. - - 1 -
Drinking water. - - 1 -
Take away stressors. - - 1 -
Exchanging signs. - - 1 -
Not afraid of trying something new. - - 1 -
I never get stressed. - - 1 -
Following planning. - - 1 -
Get information about the arena. - - 1 -
Leave if negative talk arises. - - 1 -
Determined to do well. - - 1 -
Warming up in peace and quiet. - - 1 -
Knew what to do. - - 1 -
To summarize. 1 - - -
Routines. 1 - - -
To have a working entirety. 1 - - -
Same attitude at competition as on training. - 1 - -
Make a book of every interview I was in. - - - 1
Coach. - - - 1
Rituals. - - - 1
What others think is not important. - - - 1
Continue to be my self. - - - 1
Always try to be better. - - - 1
Everything has to be automatized. - - - 1

Help from the coach:
Emotion
Be there as support. 1 - 4 1
Keep a conversation going. 1 - 2 -
Give them support when succeeding. 1 - - 2
He knows where he's got me. - - 2 -
Pretend as everything is fine. - - 1 -
Pushing. - - 1 -
Happy shouting. - - 1 -
Positive thinking. - - 1 -
Share the joy with the athletes. 1 - - -
Keep attitude. 1 - - -  
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success. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Emotion (cont.)
Goal setting. 1 - - -
Give them my support to 110% where others trainers w 1 - - -
Keep them on the “streets of champagne”. 1 - - -
Tell the athletes to enjoy the competition. - 1 - -
Think of how I'm expresses my self. - 1 - -
My coach and I have a friendship relationship. - - - 1
He is honest about my training skills. - - - 1
“Lets go, the race will be good, you'll see.” - - - 1
Asking “how are you today, are you good?” - - - 1

Appraisal
Keep both feet on the ground. 2 - - -
Create the routine and knowledge to evaluate. 1 - - -
I wanted her to grow into the situation. 1 - - -
Prepare the athlete for both success and failure. - 1 - -
Tell the athletes to don't expect much. - 1 - -

Problem
Talking. - - 3 -
Mental training. - 2 1 -
Try to create a positive climate. 2 - - -
Raise the intensity of the training. 1 - 1 -
You have an reasonability as a trainer. 1 - 1 -
Stick to the planed training. 1 - 1 -
Knows what I need. - - 1 -
Knows who I am. - - 1 -
Discusses. - - 1 -
Making decisions together with the coach. - - 1 -
Be there. - - 1 -
Educate. - - 1 -
Take care of things. - - 1 -
Feedback. - - 1 -
Create a zone of safety. - - 1 -
Planning 4-5 years ahead. 1 - - -
Raise the stake a bit. 1 - - -
Make the athletes relaxed. - 1 - -
Understanding for importance of training. - 1 - -
Repeated experiences many times. - 1 - -
Make training equal to competition. - 1 - -
Go to many competitions. - 1 - -
Prepare for changes. - 1 - -
Adopts the training. - - - 1  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
failure. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Definition:

Goals
Don’t reach goals. 2 1 1 1
Nothing Goes as planed. 2 - 2 -
Own expectations that can't be reached. - - 1 1
Others expectations. - - 1 -
Unmotivated - - 1 -

Performance related
Injury 2 1 6 2
You try, but nothing happens. 1 - 2 -
Don't have time or strength. - - 3 -
Performance is not good. - - 3 -
Bad performances. - - 2 -
Training is better than competition. - - 1 1
Drop out - 1 - -
Other things outside sport effects the training 
negative. - - 1 -
Everything goes by routine. - - 1 -
The body feels ok but the performance is not. - - 1 -
A talented athlete who doesn’t like training. - 1 - -
Don't know the reason for failure. - - - 1
Letting people down - - - 1

Emotions
Boring. - - 2 -
Failure is when you “carry” something that wears you 
down. 1 - -
Drop out. - 1 - -
Everything feels heavy. - - 1 -
Anxiety. - - - 1
When you put your self in pressure. - - - 1

Other
Changing personality - - - 1
Bad luck. - - - 1

Reaktioner:
Emotional
Frustration. 2 - 2 1
Sad 1 1 1 1
Disappointment. 1 - 2 1
Feel "sick". - - 3 -
Resignation. 1 - 1 -

FAILURE
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
failure. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Emotional (cont.)
Negative feelings. - 1 1 -
Everything went black. - - 2 -
It felt like a burden. - - 2 -
It was really tough. - - 2 -
Depressed. - - 2 -
Doubt. 1 - - -
Angry. 1 - - -
A kind of pain. 1 - - -
Like his life was finished. - 1 - -

Afterwards he was sad, like if a family member died. - 1 - -
I was worn down. - - 1 -
It's good that its over. - - 1 -
Stressed. - - 1 -
Bitter. - - 1 -
Frightened. - - 1 -
Nervous. - - 1 -
I thought I was going to puke. - - 1 -
Over aroused. - - 1 -
I felt guilty - - - 1

Thoughts
“why, why, why” - - - 2
“way am I training” - - - 2
“Now it went bad again." "I knew it, I knew it would 
get worth.” 1 - - -
“Didn’t it go better, god I'm bad.” 1 - - -
I'm going to show them what I can do. - - 1 -
It feels like I'm not finished yet. - - 1 -
It's unfair. - - 1 -
Find positive tendencies. - - 1 -
"Typical". - - 1 -
I now see only good things. - - 1 -
"Shit". - - 1 -
If I don't feel like it, I think I don't need it. - - 1 -
Called my self stupid for at thousands times - - - 1
"I'm going to train more” - - - 1
I think that the training is not good - - - 1
I'm strong in my legs but I think “but way I cant go 
with her”. - - - 1  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
failure. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Behavioral
Asocial. 1 1 3 2
Bad mode. - - 2 1
Run away. 1 - - -
Aggressive. 1 - - -
Does not listen. 1 - - -
Grieve. - - 1 -
Apathy. - - 1 -
You search. - - 1 -
Increased training. - - 1 -
I didn't sleep in two nights. - - 1 -
I sat by the toilet and felt sick. - - 1 -

Consequences:
Emotions
Many feelings spinning around. - - 3 -
Felt mentally down. 1 - 1 -
Stress. - 1 1 -
Nervousness. 1 - - 1
Fear of furtherer failure. 1 - - -
More fun to compete. - - 1 -
Tough. - - 1 -
"Today it feels better" - - 1 -
My father can be a bit hard. - - 1 -
"Shit, my legs does not feel ok." - - 1 -
I can take it out on others. - - 1 -
Worried. - - - 1
Guilt. - - - 1
Questioning self and training. - - - 1

Positive consequences of failure.
You learn from the failure. 2 - 5 2
Stronger afterwards. 2 - 4 2
Increased knowledge about the own body. - - 4 1
Development. 1 1 1 2
It developed our relationship. 1 - - -
Change mentality - 1 - -
Now I know that I can do this alternative training. - - 1 -
An understanding. - - 1 -
I tried by my self. - - 1 -
Ordinary life. - - 1 -
Did not think so mush. - - 1 -
Increased focus. - - 1 -
Goal setting. - - 1 -
I did it anyway. - - 1 -
It opened my eyes - - - 1
Without failure I would not be motivated. - - - 1  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
failure. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Performance related
Performance anxiety. 1 1 - -
Demands. 2 - - -
Tough. - - 2 -
Increased training. - - 1 1
Reflects. 1 - - -
Effects the training. 1 - - -
This resignation state of mind affects the 
performance. 1 - - -
Vicious circle. 1 - - -
It affects the others in the group. 1 - - -
Press. 1 - - -
Result fixation. 1 - - -
Drop out. - 1 - -
Nice to perform without pressure. - - 1 -
Learned new technical stuff. - - 1 -
Brake from training. - - 1 -
More careful. - - 1 -
Changed goal setting. - - 1 -
I knew that I was going to fail. - - - 1

Negative consequences of failure
Negative thoughts. - - 4 1
Start thinking. - - 4 -
Is it worth it? - - 4 -
Self fulfilling prophecy. 1 1 - -
Concentrates on the wrong things. 1 - 1 -
Affects things outside sport. - - 2 -
Asocial. - - 2 -
The body feel heavy. - - 2 -
She felt that she couldn’t be the best friend in the 
world. 1 - - -
Not open to my input. 1 - - -
Goes over and over the situation. 1 - - -
This was new to him, he was used to be “big and 
strong”. 1 - - -
Drop out. 1 - - -
Forgets routines.  1 - - -
Press. - - 1 -
Disappointed on some coaches. - - 1 -
You think and you hope that it will be better. - - 1 -
Irritated. - - 1 -  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
failure. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Negative consequences of failure (cont.)
The situation was negative. - - 1 -
Frightened. - - 1 -
Felt devastated. - - 1 -
Nothing works out. - - 1 -
You get "sick". - - 1 -
Everything feels though. - - 1 -
Time goes by really fast. - - 1 -
Nervous. - - - 1
Why I'm training. - - - 1
I think that she is better than me. - - - 1
Positive self- talk. - - - 1

Economical
Financial impacts. - 1 - -

How athletes cope with failure:
Emotions
Social connections. - - 4 1
Positive thinking. - 1 1 2
Clench the fist. - - 3 -
Break down. 1 - 1 -
Dare. - - 2 -
Accept. - - 1 1
Self talk. 1 - - -
Draw energy out from the failure. 1 - - -
Try to “shake it off”. 1 - - -
Trust in the doctor. - - 1 -
Sort out the life. - - 1 -
Take it easy. - - 1 -
Allow one self to feel that everything sucks. - - 1 -
There is no body else then you who can fix this. - - 1 -
Find my happy place. - - 1 -
Have to be strong. - - - 1

Appraisal
You need to know that failure will happened. 1 1 7 -
It's about proving yourself not others. - - 3 -
I try to go on. - - 3 -
Distance. - - 3 -
Take responsibility for the performance. - - 1 2
What do I want? - - 2 -
I know that what I've done is no temporary 
performance. - - 1 1  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
failure. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Appraisal (cont.)
Seek positive things. 1 - - -
Keep track and field and private life apart. 1 - - -
The team manager picked me for a reason. - - 1 -
There is people that have it worse then me. - - 1 -
I think that failure brings something good. - - 1 -
It'll be ok. - - 1 -
Have trust in the training. - - - 1
I speak to my coach. - - - 1
Try to keep my feet on the ground. - - - 1
Realize that this result is not normal. - - - 1

Avoidance
Run away from the problem. 1 - 3 1
Asocial 1 - 1 1
Focus on the next competition. 1 - 1 -
Not question things. - - 2 -
Try to neglect it. 1 - - 1
Gives excuses before the performance. 1 - - -
Seeks things outside sport that are bad. 1 - - -
Training only on things that are already good. 1 - - -

Some athletes try not to show their disappointment. 1 - - -
Drop out - 1 - -
I decided that I was going to take a vacation. - - 1 -
"Training it of". - - 1 -

Training some sport I knew I could improve mush in. - - 1 -
I thought the problem was in the food. - - 1 -
Hide myself in the beautiful things that I had from 
going on TV and paper - - - 1

Problem
Analyze. 2 1 3 2
Goal setting 2 1 4 -
Doing alternative training. - - 5 1
Clench the fist. 2 - 3 -
Listen to the signs of the body. 1 - 3 -
Decide. - - 4 -
Take responsibility for the performance. 1 - 1 2
Focus on the things that are good. 1 1 1 -
Talking to different doctors. - - 3 -
Catch a straw. - - 3 -
Focus. 1 - - 2  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
failure. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Problem (cont.)
Sport psychologist. 1 1 - -
Discuss. - - 2 -
Sticking to the planed training schedule. - - 2 -
Make up planes for what to do both before and after a 
competition. 1 - - 1
Try to change the situation. 1 - - 1
Facing the problem. - - - 2
Search the web. - - 1 -
Focus the energy on the performance. - - 1 -
Relaxation. - - 1 -
I just put my headphones on and thought about 
everything but pressure. - - - 1
Increased training. - - - 1
Showing others that you have changed. - - - 1

Failing in coping
Some athletes get aggressive ant takes it out on the 
coach. 1 - - -

Help from the coach:
Emotion
Reinforce the positive feeling. 1 - 1 1
Positive evaluation of every training.  1 - 1 -
Support when failure. 2 - - -
Conversation. 2 - - -
I try to find a balance. 1 - - 1
Conversations about a positive way of thinking. 1 - - -
I try to work the mental aspects. 1 - - -
I try to make them believe in them self. 1 - - -
Listen. 1 - - -
Positive feeling when it's time fore competition. - - 1 -

Appraisal
Try to explain my point of view. 1 - - -
It's ok to do 10,80 as long as you going towards 
something positive. 1 - - -
I try to make the athletes understand. 1 - - -

Avoidance
I'm failure he don’t say anything - - - 1

Problem
Adopt the training program. 1 - 1 -
Analyzes. 1 - 1 -  
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Complete result from interviews with Swedish and Portuguese athletes and coaches regarding 
failure. 

 

Coaches Athletes
Swedish 

(n=3)
Portuguese 

(n=2)
Swedish 

(n=7)
Portuguese 

(n=3)
Problem (cont.)
I give them sport psychology literature. - 1 - 1
Summarize. 1 - - -
Evaluate. 1 - - -

Analyze and understanding for success and failure. 1 - - -
Sometimes the athlete must train by he/she self. 1 - - -
Make sure that the goal setting ends up on a 
reasonable level.  1 - - -
I analyze my athletes more when failure. 1 - - -
The entirety is important. 1 - - -
Make up planes. 1 - - -

 I try to learn them a good goal setting strategy. - 1 - -
Discuss different strategies. - - 1 -  
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