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Cognitive appraisals of stressors encountered in sport organizations
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This study investigated athletes’ appraisals of organizational stressors. Four elite sport performers
(twomales and two females) completed Stress Appraisal Logs over a six-week competition period
regarding the stressors they encountered within their sport organization. The participants
predominantly appraised sources of organizational strain (i.e. organizational-related stressors) as
threatening or harmful, with little perceived control, and few coping resources available.
Appraisals were categorized under three dimensions: primary appraisals, secondary appraisals,
and reappraisals. The findings provide a valuable insight into performers’ cognitive appraisal of
organizational-related stressors by highlighting that they reflect on the personal meaning and
importance of demands, evaluate their resources to deal with the stressors, and employ
reappraisals to subsequently revisit and re-evaluate situations in a more positive manner.

Keywords: athletes; control; evaluations; performance; stress; transactions

Literature discussing the psychology of elite sport performance has increasingly emphasized the
importance of the organizational environment in which athletes operate (Fletcher & Wagstaff,
2009; Wagstaff, Fletcher, & Hanton, 2012). Within the field of organizational psychology,
researchers have examined in some detail the relationships between employees’ health, well-
being and performance (e.g. Sparks, Faragher, & Cooper, 2001). A principal construct of interest
within this line of inquiry has been organizational stress, which has been defined as, “an ongoing
transaction between an individual and the environmental demands associated primarily and
directly with the organization within which he or she is operating” (Fletcher, Hanton, &Mellalieu,
2006, p. 329). Over the past decade or so, sport psychology researchers have investigated the
organizational-related stressors that top-level athletes experience (see Fletcher & Hanton, 2003;
Fletcher, Hanton, Mellalieu, & Neil, in press; Hanton, Fletcher, & Coughlan, 2005; Woodman
& Hardy, 2001), their responses to these demands (see Fletcher, Hanton, & Wagstaff, 2012),
and how they cope with these types of stressors (see Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010).

The most recent research study in this area has focused on athletes’ responses to organiz-
ational stress (Fletcher et al., in press). The findings showed that performers generally do not
react indifferently to organizational stressors; they respond with a wide range of emotions, atti-
tudes and behaviours. It was also found that while experiencing some organizational stress is
inevitable, it does not necessarily follow that athletic and psychological consequences will invari-
ably be negative. As part of their suggestions for future research, the authors posed the question:
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“what are the cognitive mechanisms underpinning, and the theoretical relationships surrounding,
performers’ psychological and behavioural responses?” and went on to conclude that “if research-
ers are to really get to the ‘theoretical heart’ (Lazarus, 1999, p. 61) of the stress process in sport,
then our analytical lens needs to more sharply focus on performers’ cognitive appraisals of the
organizational stressors they encounter” (Fletcher et al., in press).

Cognitive appraisal is a central and pivotal concept in the transactional perspective of stress
(Lazarus, 1964, 1966, 1981; Lazarus & Launier, 1978; Speisman, Lazarus, Mordkoff, & Davison,
1964). This concept refers to how a person evaluates his or her transactions with the environment.
People constantly evaluate the significance of what is happening with respect to its implications
for well-being and what might be done about it. In the context of organizational stress in sport,
cognitive appraisal involves evaluating the relevance of a stressor, for example, a conflict with
management, and its personal significance for well-being. If the conflict is considered meaningful,
the performer then evaluates whether he or she has the sufficient personal resources available to
cope with the stressor (Fletcher et al., 2006). Situational variables that influence the appraisal
process include demands, constraints, opportunities and culture. Personal variables include
goals and goal hierarchies, beliefs about self and world, and personal resources (Lazarus,
1998, 1999).

Lazarus (1966) distinguished between two equally important types of appraisal: primary
appraisal and secondary appraisal. Primary appraisal refers to evaluations one makes regarding
what is at stake relative to values, goal commitments, situational intentions, and beliefs about
self and world, which ascribe meaning and significance to a situation (Lazarus, 1966). Lazarus
and Folkman (1984) proposed three types of primary appraisal: irrelevant appraisals are those situ-
ations that are evaluated as neither threatening nor harmful, nor of potential benefit to the individual;
benign-positive appraisals, which relate to evaluations of potential enhancement in well-being by
the individual; and stressful appraisals, which occur when evaluations indicate a substantial threat
to one’s well-being. Those situations appraised as stressful generally involve apperceptions of
harm/loss (i.e. damage to one’s goal, values, or beliefs has occurred), threat (i.e. damage to one’s
goal, values, or beliefs is possible), or challenge (i.e. the individual perceives positively an obstacle
towards their goal, values, or beliefs), which may occur simultaneously and instantaneously. It has
been contended that challenge appraisals will occur when the situation does not require substantial
efforts and when a sense of control is perceived (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). If meaning is ascribed
to an encounter, then there is a need for further evaluation. This is in order for an individual to ident-
ify and determine the availability of coping resources, in addition to the potential to utilize such
resources. This process of abstraction, akin to a resource-inventory, is termed secondary appraisal.
According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), if a stressor is appraised negatively (i.e. threat or harm)
with limited resources to change it, emotion-focused coping (or efforts to deal with one’s emotional
responses to the stress) will ensue. However, if the situation is appraised as having potential ame-
liorative outcomes by action (i.e. challenge), problem-focused coping efforts (or those aimed at
dealing with or changing the actual stressor) will be adopted.

Lazarus’ appraisal-centred transactional theory of stress has received ongoing attention from
scholars outside of sport psychology (e.g. industrial, work, and organizational: IWO psychology).
Much of this work has examined individuals’ appraisals of workplace stressors (e.g. Frederikson
& Dewe, 1996a; Troup & Dewe, 2002). Indeed, this research has suggested that the organiz-
ational environment may affect individuals’ appraisals of coping options, and ultimately, their
coping response and outcome (Oakland, 1991). They may also need to acquire information in
order to cope (Ostell, 1991), during which time alternative coping strategies (e.g. reappraisal,
emotion-focused coping) may facilitate a more positive evaluation of one’s situation (Oakland
& Ostell, 1996). Dewe (1991) found primary appraisal to be a significant contributor to feelings
of discomfort with a strong relationship between secondary appraisal and coping strategy
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selection. In a subsequent investigation, Dewe (1992) found primary appraisals of workplace
stressors to relate to their impact upon work-group or organization, a desire to do well and
worry about job security, with perceived control over stressors emerging as an important mediat-
ing factor. Secondary appraisals were categorized as those where action could be taken, where
action could be taken following reflection, and where there was little or nothing employees
could do. More recently, Troup and Dewe (2002) found primary appraisals of workplace stressors
to relate to threats to self-esteem, feelings of embarrassment, thoughts of losing respect for
someone, and feeling they would not achieve an important goal. They also found negative corre-
lations between perceived control and threat and harm appraisals.

In view of the increasingly frequent appearance of organizational-related topics in the elite
sport literature (see, for reviews, Fletcher & Wagstaff, 2009; Wagstaff et al., 2012), and recent
attention being paid to appraisal-related concepts (e.g. Nicholls, Levy, Jones, Rangamani, &
Poman, 2011) and emotions (e.g. Neil, Hanton, Mellalieu, & Fletcher, 2011) associated with stres-
sors in sport, it is surprising that no study has directly explored performers’ appraisals of organ-
izational-related issues. Whilst none of this research has studied organizational stressors directly,
much of it indicates the importance of exploring performers’ appraisals of such issues. Specifi-
cally, this research has found environmental issues (e.g. coach’s negative comments) to cause
both positive and negative appraisals (Anshel & Delany, 2001), and performers experiencing
these stressors to report high levels of threat, moderate levels of harm, and low levels of challenge
(Anshel, Jamieson, & Raviv, 2001). Campbell and Jones (2002) reported negative match prep-
aration and communication issues to elicit more positive appraisals (i.e. challenge), whilst nega-
tive coach style/behaviour, relationship issues, costs or demands, to be appraised in a more
negative manner (i.e. threat or harm/loss). In a longitudinal exploration using diary measures,
Holt and Dunn (2004) found appraisal and coping to be closely related to one’s goals and to inter-
act in a transactional, recursive manner. It is worth mentioning that Holt and Dunn (2004) empha-
sized the need for longitudinal research designs, citing the use of daily diaries as an important
method for identifying specific changes in the stress process. More recently, Ben-Ari, Tsur,
and Har-Even (2006) found perceived high levels of procedural justice on teams were associated
with greater challenge appraisals, team loyalty, and commitment among Israeli athletes.

In view of the findings from workplace stress research, it is likely that appraisal patterns will
be influential in sport performers’ experiences of stress in their sport organizations. Indeed, there
have been a number of recent calls in the sport psychology literature for future research to
examine the underlying stress appraisals associated with the organizational stress experience
(e.g. Fletcher et al., 2006, Fletcher et al., in press; Levy, Nicholls, Marchant, & Polman,
2009). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore sport performers cognitive appraisals
of organizational stressors. To this end, it is hoped that information addressing this purpose will
better help practitioners understand why the individuals they work with respond and cope in
different ways to similar stressors.

Method

Participants and organizations

In line with recent sampling for appraisal research (Holt & Dunn, 2004), four performers (two
males and two females) from a range of sports took part in this study. The participants’ ages
ranged from 21 to 26 (M = 23, SD = 1.87) and all competed at full international level for more
than four years in their sport at the time of data collection. All participants were British Cauca-
sians competing in Olympic sports, of which two were individual events and two invasive
team games. Each of the participants had competed at a major championship (e.g. Commonwealth
Games, European Championships, World Championships). All sports were predominantly
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self-funded, supported by public or private funding, which was managed and distributed by a
national sport organization.

Data collection

Data were collected over a six-week competition period using diaries (see Holt & Dunn, 2004;
Nicholls, Holt, Polman, & James, 2005a). Such an approach emphasizes day-to-day variations
capturing the sequential, dynamic environment in which people operate and the meaning they
ascribe to this, allowing intensive monitoring of phenomena such as appraisal (see Dewe & Tren-
berth, 2004; Tennen, Affleck, Armeli, & Carney, 2000; Webber & Laux, 1990). These techniques
are, “essential, if not just advantageous, for the study of stress, emotions and coping” (Lazarus,
2000a, p. 667) and minimize the limitations of retrospective recall associated with interviews
(see Campbell & Jones, 2002; Smith, Leffingwell, & Ptacek, 1999). The benefits of using
diaries to examine cognitive processes within stress transactions have also been emphasized
recently by sport psychology researchers (e.g. Holt & Dunn, 2004; Nicholls et al., 2005a).
These studies have predominantly utilized audio diaries or stressor checklists with open-ended
responses for data collection. Therefore, a standardized log was developed specifically for the
purpose of this study.

Stress Appraisal Log (SAL). Diaries comprised blank SALs (available from corresponding
author) to be completed within 12 hours of encountering a stressor in order to reduce retrospective
recall interference (cf. Campbell & Jones, 2002). The SAL included three segments for open-
ended responses: Stressor, Appraisals, and Responses, each containing a number of prompts.
The stressor segment invited participants to discuss in detail the situation they were experiencing,
including its causes and whether they expected the issue. Participants were provided with an edu-
cation and orientation pack which involved defining the nature of organizational stress and pro-
vided examples of stressors using the organizational stressor dimensions from Fletcher et al. (in
press). This was done in the hope of exposing meaning rather than imposing it through checklists,
to reveal facets of stress processes which have not been previously reported (Erera-Weatherley,
1996). The appraisal segment prompted performers to consider their evaluations, thoughts, and
the significance of the situation they had just experienced/were experiencing. Additionally,
they were invited to discuss the degree to which they found the situation positive, negative,
neutral, and controllable. Finally, prompts related to whether the individual thought they could
cope with the situation and what it meant for them personally. The responses segment invited par-
ticipants to discuss their responses at the time, the emotions they experienced/were experiencing
and whether they could express their feelings at the time of occurrence. The SAL was piloted with
four non-international performers for one week, with only minor cosmetic changes being made
relating to page layout. Regular communication was maintained throughout data collection
between researcher and participant in order to answer any questions which arose (e.g. phraseo-
logy) and help ensure adherence (Nicholls, Holt, & Polman, 2005b).

Data analysis

As this study explored the subjective appraisals of individuals, an ideographic approach to analy-
sis was taken to understand these phenomena. This is in line with similar stress research in sport
psychology which has adopted these methods (e.g. Dunn, 1994; Thelwell, Weston, Greenlees, &
Hutchings, 2008. Indeed, Dunn (1994) stated that ideographic techniques for qualitative data
“provide, ‘richer’ information from which more valid inferences can be made” (p. 383). Apprai-
sals are by their nature ideographic, therefore, it was deemed important for participants to state
stressor information in order to provide a contextual base for subsequent cognitions and responses
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to be more fully understood during analysis. Whilst previous appraisal research in sport (e.g.
Thatcher & Day, 2008) has focused on examining Lazarus’ primary appraisals (i.e. underlying
properties), due to the exploratory nature of this study, we attempted to allow findings to
emerge from within the data, taking an open approach to any appraisals reported by participants.
That is, whilst the design of this study is informed by extant theory and research, we believe that
the limited research examining appraisals of organizational stressors called for analysis pro-
cedures which attempted to allow themes to emerge from within the data.

To address the primary purpose of this study, we employed content analysis. This approach
involves a series of analytical steps which are conducted to facilitate the emergence of meaningful
concepts relating to the topic of inquiry. There has been a notable growth in the use of content
analysis in sport psychology research (see Neil, Hanton, & Mellalieu, 2009) in response to the
desire for greater understanding of complex behaviours, needs, systems, and cultures (cf.
Ritchie & Spencer, 1994). The analytical process involved the researchers examining and debat-
ing content relating to the transactional stress process which gave rise to the appraisal concepts.
We began by undertaking pattern recognition (Patton, 2002), which refers to extensive reading
and close examination of diaries. This allowed a number of initial themes and meanings to
emerge regarding performers’ experiences (e.g. a threat). In line with Aronson’s (1994) guide-
lines, the next step involved identifying all the data that related to the already classified
pattern. In doing so, all of the diary data that related to specific pattern (i.e. a threat) were
placed with similar quotations for that corresponding theme. As analysis continued, other con-
cepts were identified which were treated the same way. We then combined and catalogued any
related patterns into sub-themes and defined units derived from these patterns using memos to
summarize the nature of the sub-theme. For example, perceived threats to career development,
performance, or the organization’s image were grouped under the subheading “threats” which,
in turn, comprised part of the primary appraisal dimension. The ongoing linking of units and for-
mation of themes allowed patterns in participants’ stories to emerge into a more comprehensive
picture of their collective experience (Aronson, 1994). The final stage of analysis involved refin-
ing and integrating the categories to form an explanatory framework of the participants’ apprai-
sals. By moving back-and-forth between the analytical procedures outlined above, an integrative
and explanatory framework of the performers’ appraisals emerged. In line with sport psychology-
specific guidelines (e.g. Weed, 2009) the quality of this research should be judged according to
four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability.

Results

The results represent the collated Stress Appraisal Logs completed by all four participants. In
total, 42 SAL’s (M = 10.5, SD = 0.5) were completed from which 86 appraisals were mentioned,
reflecting the complexity of the stress process. The appraisals were abstracted into three dimen-
sions: Primary appraisals, Secondary appraisals, and Reappraisals which, in turn, encapsulated six
higher-order themes (see Figure 1). The higher-order themes within the Primary appraisal dimen-
sion were: “harms”, “threats”, and “challenges”. The higher-order themes within the Secondary
appraisal dimension were: “restricted resources”, “action could be taken”, and “had to hold back”.
There was no higher-order theme in the Reappraisal dimension. To elaborate, analytical pro-
cedures identified 36 Primary appraisals, 36 Secondary appraisals, and 14 Reappraisals. Data
are displayed as segments of narrative portraying the “stories” described by the performers,
and hierarchical content trees. The segments are introduced with relevant information about
the stressor and the ensuing processes. It should be noted, however, that extracts were not
treated as a single situation, but an ongoing process which systematically changed over time
(Lazarus, 1991). Therefore, the narrative and diary extracts which follow are not presented
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within specific appraisal dimensions, but across primary, secondary and reappraisals, as stories
described by participants, in an attempt to fully illustrate these dynamics.

A number of performers appraised situations as harmful to either their goals or themselves
personally. The following quotation illustrates participant 1’s primary appraisal of “Personal
harm” after receiving criticism from a coach regarding body size:

I feel like people are always puttingme downwith crappy comments. I was really hurt on both accounts.
I felt like they were being mean for the sake of it. It just made me feel horrible about myself and I was
annoyed considering I work hard on my training and my diet… it was important to me.

The performer then assessed the resources available for dealing with this personal slight.
Despite wishing to take action, it appears that the participant chose not to express their feelings,
thus exemplifying how performers may appraise a situation as “Had to hold back”:

Figure 1. Primary appraisals, secondary appraisals, and reappraisals of organizational stressors (a frequency
analysis is provided in the first column to illustrate the number of times participantsmentioned each appraisal).
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I didn’t want to say anything. I didn’t want them to see me upset and then think I’m weak. Then they
would just have more stuff to make fun of me and hurt me with. I wanted to argue my case with my
coach but I ignored the fat comment and pretended not to hear it. I didn’t want to be a diva in front of
everybody. Plus I thought he did it on purpose so I didn’t want to say anything.

Despite this rather negative secondary appraisal of the situation, the performer did reappraise
the situation after utilizing their social support network, which led to a partially positive outcome:

I just spoke to my friends about it and they helped me to calm down and see the good points of the
whole, rubbish, long weekend. Although I’m still sad from last night and I mostly feel as if nothing is
going right.

Whilst some performers believed their stakes, values, or goals to be harmed by the organiz-
ational stressors they were experiencing, for many this deficit had not yet occurred. Therefore, a
large number of situations were appraised primarily by individuals as a “Threat to career devel-
opment”. The following quotation relates to participant 2’s appraisal of large-scale off-season
player recruitment:

My initial evaluation was very negative in that my perception was that these new players would be
coming in and taking my place after I had worked throughout my career to start in the [sponsor]
league. I was thinking that this could be the end of me playing at the top level. So I was feeling
pretty scared and vulnerable about my future… [It was] hugely important as, to me, my future
career was in jeopardy.

In the next narrative section from this stress process, the performer indicates that there was a
disparity between the amount of control they desired and they received. This appears to have
acted as a trigger for the individual to adopt the secondary appraisal of “Knew how to act”:

I wanted to have complete control over my future at the club, but when we were told I felt none. This
made it worse, my career development rested on this player recruitment. The only thing I had control
over was the amount of training I could put in before pre-season in order to be in good shape… this
made me motivated to be in good shape for pre-season.

After evaluating the resources available for dealing with the stressor, the performer’s narrative
describes their reappraisal of the situation in a more positive way after discussing the issue with
team mates later that evening:

However, on the other side of the coin I could see how the club was going to benefit from this. After
discussions with team mates I rationalized to some extent, and we began to see some of the positives
that could come from this, particularly for the club in general… it was good to get their perspective.

Whilst the performer in the previous narrative was able to reappraise their situation in a more
positive light, this progression occurred in only 39% of the stress logs, with many being reported
as negative and persistent. Similarly to the previous example, in the following quotation from
participant 3 the performer primarily appraises the stressor, which relates to prolonged travel to
competition, as a threat, “I was worried about how it would impact on my preparations, finances
and role as captain… worry and apprehension as to what impact this whole issue would have on
my performance”.

Interestingly, all of the participants evaluated their resources for dealing with a threatening
situation as being restricted where they perceived little control or changeability. This was illus-
trated by participant 3, “I had to get on with it despite my reservation. As I had no option
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about it I couldn’t draw any positives from the situation. The impact of the travel arrangements
was totally negative”. Additionally, a large number of performers indicated that they did not
perceive sufficient control to express their feelings or emotions due to the organization. As
participant 3 continued, “no, I didn’t express my feelings. As captain I have a responsibility to
remain calm and in control - any negative displays from me can send negativity to the rest of
the team”.

It appears that performers appraise stressors as threatening not only to their career develop-
ment and performance, but also as potentially harmful to their organization. The following
segment exemplifies participant 3’s primary appraisal of threat after being provided with incorrect
apparel at a major final:

Ultimately, two players took the arena in unsuitable apparel, which made the team look unprofessional
in front of the opposition, crowd and press. It was really negative but not to the extent that I thought it
would have huge implications for the match itself, but more for the image of the club in front of the
crowd and press.

As the situation continued the performer was expected to solve the issue whilst preparing for
the impending competition themselves. The participant also emphasized the lack of control and
resources available to deal with the stressor and perceiving that they must suppress feelings:

I didn’t want the responsibility of trying to find a solution but felt obligated due to my role as captain. I
didn’t feel much control as my resources were limited at the time… Apart from trying to discuss poss-
ible solutions, I kind of had to suppress any feelings that could distract me, and focus on the game
ahead- trying to calm myself down.

While the previous narrative extract demonstrates how performers may appraise organiz-
ational stressors as threatening with restricted resources to cope, other performers may appraise
a situation as amenable to change, thus reducing the intensity of the primary evaluation of
threat. The following illustrates participant 4’s ongoing cognitions regarding major changes to
their organizational structure:

I did feel a bit vulnerable as I didn’t know if this change would be for better or worse… my future
development as a player was undoubtedly going to be impacted, but I didn’t know to what degree.
I was going to have to form a new relationship with a new coach and hope that it would be successful.

However, despite this “Threat to career development”, as the transaction unfolded the perfor-
mer “Identified areas for action” following an informative meeting led by a club director. This led
to participant 4 perceiving sufficient information to deal with the stressor and an appraisal of chal-
lenge at the prospect of developing new interpersonal relationships:

My club was very good at explaining why they had made the decisions, so I felt I was in the know. The
prospect of having a new coach to learn from was quite exciting, but at the same time unnerving as I
didn’t know how successful our new relationship would be…but I could cope, yes.

The performer went on to describe their positive reappraisal of the initial threat as events
unfolded later that day after she was able to discuss the stressor with other performers:

We had been given such a good explanation of what was going on, I knew the club would be going out
of its way to ensure all the players were happy. Plus, I wasn’t going through this alone, my whole
squad was in the same boat so I knew we could offer support and talk things through. I spoke to
players about my concerns. It was good to express what I was thinking and have others rationalize it.
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Despite the high proportion (92%) of primary appraisals of threat or harm, in a few instances
performers reported more positive “Challenge” appraisals. The evaluations described here relate
to participant 1’s perception of an unfair selection policy, “although I felt a little negative in the
way the coach didn’t keep her word, I was more positive in the way it’s making me more deter-
mined to get into the squad again”. This rather mixed appraisal facilitated a secondary appraisal
where the performer “Knew how to act” in order to deal with the stressor, “I want to keep training
and will in the future. It’s just made me more determined to get in next time or at least push players
selected above to work harder and get better”.

Despite this rather positive appraisal, when prompted whether the performer expressed their
feelings of unfairness at the time of the situation to the coach, the following narrative segment was
written, “No, it wasn’t really appropriate as everyone was emotional. I spoke to some squad
members after selection though”.

Discussion

This study aimed to incorporate transactional stress theory into psychology research in sport
organizations (cf. Fletcher et al., 2006). The rationale for this was to provide some initial insights
into why performers respond in differing ways to similar sources of strain they encounter in their
organizations. The research question was addressed by exploring performers’ appraisals of these
stressors using a longitudinal diary method. This approach was employed to allow the participants
to systematically describe the stressful situation they were experiencing and their appraisals of it
in a more timely and natural way than through retrospective interview techniques (Brief & Atieh,
1987; Dewe, 1992). The findings indicate that cognitive appraisals are a pivotal mechanism in
stress transactions in sport organizations. More specifically, the data indicate that organizational
stressors are appraised in similar ways with regards to their relational meaning for performers and
the resources available to them for coping. Such observations have important implications for
theory and practice and are discussed with consideration of future research directions.

Performers in this study generally stated appraising organizational stressors as threatening,
with some evaluations of harm, and few reports of challenge. This illustrates the substantial
meaning which athletes attribute to sources of organizational strain. The findings lend tentative
support for previous appraisal research which has found workplace stressors to be related to
threats to self-esteem and goals (Troup & Dewe, 2002) and associations between appraisals
and goal conflict in a sport context (Holt & Dunn, 2004). For example, the preceding narrative
illustrates how organizational stressors were evaluated as being personally harmful to self-
esteem after receiving coach criticism and threatening to participants’ goals via perceived
limited career development opportunities during organizational change. The present study
furthers research in this area through its identification of organizational stressors being predomi-
nantly appraised as threatening or harmful in some way, with little control or changeability. Inter-
estingly, a large proportion (42%) of the stressors which caused threat or harm appraisals
emanated from factors intrinsic to the sport (e.g. training load and environment, or travel).
Whilst these may not be the most insidious or enduring sources of strain, they indicate that
performers must constantly appraise and deal with a continual bombardment of organizational
stressors and daily hassles. This supports the notion that some organizational stressors may be
unavoidable (Fletcher et al., 2006), with appraisal appearing to be the key mechanism for deter-
mining meaning for the performer and their view of available coping resources.

Further to the primary appraisals ascribing relational meaning to their situations, performers
described how their evaluations related to the coping options available to them. Importantly, they
often appraised threatening and harmful situations as having “restricted resources” (52%) or “had
to hold back” (30%) but fewer where “action could be taken” (18%). When reporting these
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appraisals, all of the participants stated the importance of social support networks. These networks
included family, friends, and team mates, but rarely did they include significant others within the
organization (i.e. coach, selector, manager). Moreover, all of the participants emphasized the
direct influence of these significant others upon their appraisals of “restricted resources” or
“had to hold back”. This was often due to the individual perceiving the significant other as unap-
proachable or fearing the repercussions of approaching them. The performers also disclosed cog-
nitions of perceiving such actions as unacceptable or damaging in some way. Thus, it would
appear that whilst organizations may function to provide resources and support for performers,
they may also impose numerous constraints, which seem to affect evaluations of the perceived
availability and utility of these resources (Frederikson &Dewe, 1996b). This adds to the emerging
evidence that sport organizations have rules and norms concerning the display and expression of
emotions in response to stressors (cf. Fletcher et al., 2006; Wagstaff et al., 2012). Hence, it may
be that participants were providing appraisals of coping strategies which are more desirable and
inline with the socio-cultural landscape within their organization, rather than those which are
actually being felt as a result of the stressor per se. This will obviously impact on the performer’s
reappraisals should the transaction continue to be of significance to the individual, reducing the
likelihood of a more positive reappraisal of the situation.

In addition to the disparity between felt and expressed emotion, or “emotional dissonance”
(see Rafaeli & Sutton, 1987) alluded above, findings here indicate that a disparity between the
desire for and perceptions of control may influence performers’ appraisals, and even cause
additional stress (e.g. social anxiety). To elaborate, a number of participants stated that they
wanted more control than they perceived. This related to control over both the actual stressor
and the performers’ emotional, behavioural, and attitudinal responses. Hence, control may be
part of both primary (i.e. limited control over training load) and secondary appraisal (i.e.
limited control in employing desired coping strategies). This emphasizes the importance of per-
ceived control in cognitive appraisal and echoes intimations from previous stress literature
(Campbell & Jones, 2002; Dewe, 1992; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

Whilst sources of organizational strain were predominantly appraised as negative with little
control and limited resources to cope, a small number of positive appraisals were described. In
the few narratives where challenge appraisals were reported, performers declared greater percep-
tions of control, and expressed that “action could be taken” in one form or another. Additionally,
in many of these stress processes the participant reappraised the situation in a more positive light
following their initial appraisal. In narratives where reappraisals were reported, the secondary
appraisal was predominantly one of either “action could be taken” (50%) or “had to get on
with it” (43%). It may be that individual differences (e.g. hardiness, resilience, emotional intelli-
gence, mental toughness) may be influential in such appraisal patterns. Indeed hardiness, which
encapsulates control as a component, has been suggested to act as both a mediator and a modera-
tor of stress (Kobasa, Maddi, & Kahn 1982). The findings reported here are also particularly inter-
esting in light of extant organizational stress research in sport. To expand briefly, literature in this
area has considered these stressors as invariably negative, without potential facilitative benefits.
These findings go some way to explaining performers’ positive responses to organizational stres-
sors (Fletcher et al., 2012) and build support for the application of transactional stress theory in
sport contexts.

When considered alongside the findings of previous organizational stress research in sport
(Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Levy et al., 2009), it is likely that harm and threat appraisals are
pivotal mediating variables in the incidence of negative emotional, behavioural, and attitudinal
responses. Such responses will likely include anger, anxiety, resentment, alcohol consumption
or absenteeism (Fletcher et al., in press). Indeed, it may be that one’s appraisals of a stressor
offers more insight into the way performers respond and cope with stress in their sport
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organizations than the stressor itself, which has hitherto been the main focus of research in this
area. To elaborate, primary appraisals of threat are likely to be associated with anxiety responses
(see Lazarus, 2000b), those of harm with anger or resentment, and those of challenge with more
positive emotional reactions, such as excitement (see Dewe, 1989, 1993). Moreover, when com-
bined with evaluations of “restricted resources” or “had to hold back” (i.e. little changeability or
controllability), it is easy to conceive how primary and secondary appraisals could be instrumental
in performers’ coping responses. However, caution is required here as it is likely that there are
other personal (e.g. hardiness or resilience) or situational (e.g. social support networks, organiz-
ational culture) factors which are likely to contribute to the path a stress process takes.

A strength of the present study was its use of daily diaries to explore stress in a longitudinal
manner. By asking performers to write about their appraisals at or close to the time they
occurred, the potential for retrospective recall interference was reduced. Previous appraisal
research (e.g. Campbell & Jones, 2002; Dewe, 1992) has invited individuals to retrospectively
report their evaluations regarding the most stressful incident over a considerable period of
time or from overly rigid checklists. Essentially, these measures may create in an incomplete
or inaccurate depiction of performers stress appraisals which, at least within organizations,
seem to require constant appraisal. A second virtue of this investigation was the insight provided
by the data regarding the portrayal of transactional stress processes in sport organizations. The
wealth of narratives collected which reveal the numerous cognitions involved in stress processes
also adds testimony to the SAL as a measure of appraisal. Furthermore, diaries bring research
and practice together as this method mirrors those of practitioners and are a common feature
of life as an international performer (i.e. training or diet logs). Knowledge derived from such
methods, “has a relevance that promotes understanding and paves the way for the development
of more refined theories” (Dewe & Trenberth, 2004, p. 155). Hence, we advocate the continued
use of the SAL for future stress research. Such examinations may also be enhanced by the use of
complementary qualitative (e.g. follow-up interviews) or quantitative (e.g. stress questionnaires)
measures. This research may also benefit by examining appraisals of other stressors experienced
by performers to provide a broader perspective of appraisals in sport organizations.

In terms of the praxis of these findings, despite the exploratory nature of this study, there are a
number of applied implications for practice at an individual and organizational level. If, as is con-
tended here, performers respond in light of their appraisals of a stressor rather than the stressor per
se, then practitioners must focus on facilitating appraisals of challenge and minimize appraisals of
threat and harm. There is also a need to increase performers’ appraisals of having resources to
change or cope with stressors. Perceptions of control appear to be an integral part of both of
these requirements, thus, practitioners must be cognizant of this when attempting to help perfor-
mers avoid the debilitative effects of strain. Whilst, many organizational stress transactions are
outside of the control of the individual (cf. Briner, Harris, & Daniels, 2004; Frederikson &
Dewe, 1996a), an increased internal locus of control may act as a buffer during stress transactions.
That is, by building a store of psychological resources (e.g. locus of control, positive emotions,
and emotion regulation strategies), performers may buffer against the negative impact of stressors
appraised as uncontrollable and facilitate a more resilient response to stressors. To gain this, sport
psychologists might encourage clients to be proactive about identifying resources (e.g. perceived
social support networks) which they may utilize when subjected to organizational stressors. Inter-
ventions might also be implemented at an organizational level in an attempt to empower individ-
uals and reduce control and emotional display norms associated with negative appraisals in
relationships. These could include emotional and social intelligence training to promote signifi-
cant others’ understanding and empathy towards others’ emotions and desire for control. For
example, emotion-related support interventions might be provided for performers, coaches, and
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family members to endorse more performer-focused organizations who better prepare athletes and
their support networks for the stressors they are likely to encounter.

In addition to the implications for practice outlined above, a number of research directions are
suggested in light of the present findings. Firstly, the continued exploration of appraisal using
longitudinal daily diaries is recommended. Beneficial to such research would be the verification
and development of the SAL; which may include temporal variations and intensity measures for
meaning, control, and appraisal components. Secondly, researchers would benefit by exploring
how personal and situational characteristics specifically contribute to the occurrence of positive
(i.e. challenge, action could be taken) and negative (threat, restricted resources) appraisals, and
reappraisal. Thirdly, as control appears to be inherent in appraisal and emotion (Fineman,
2001), it may be insightful for sport psychology researchers to distinguish between different
types and functions of control. Such an investigation must consider the feelings and emotions
attached to control, not merely performers control over organizational characteristics, and may
also explore the nature of multidimensional control (see Troup & Dewe, 2002). Interestingly,
Burger (1989, 1995, 1999) has called for the distinction between “being in control” and the
“desire for control”, due to individual differences in the importance placed upon this. Finally,
whilst the authors have attempted to illuminate the appraisals (the present study) and responses
(see Fletcher et al., in press) associated with organizational-related stressors, coping remains an
under-represented component in research on organizational stress transactions in sport. Thus, a
more in-depth exploration of the coping strategies utilized by performers in response to organiz-
ational stressors is required. This attention should focus on a better understanding of how apprai-
sals actually influence coping strategy selection and the effectiveness of such behaviours.

The present findings offer a novel insight into performers’ appraisals of organizational stres-
sors in sport. Indeed, they suggest performers do not respond to organizational stressors in auton-
omy, they do so by reflecting on their personal stakes and the meaning of situations, how they may
deal with them, and often reappraise situations in a new light. The qualitative variance in appraisal
patterns suggests that this is a potentially fruitful area for researchers exploring stress in sport
organizations. In light of findings reported here, it is quite remarkable that appraisal is considered
as such a poor relation to coping (cf. Dewe, 1994) in terms of the research attention it has
received. Therefore, further exploration is required in order to understand how to best tackle
the consequences of negative appraisals in sport organizations. Such research would benefit by
employing longitudinal daily diaries and complementary qualitative techniques (e.g. obser-
vations, follow-up interviews), thus utilizing the methods outlined here as a stepping stone for
better research on stress and coping.
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