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The season-long effects of rational emotive behavior
therapy on the irrational beliefs of professional academy
soccer athletes
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The extant literature reveals an increasing use of rational emotive behavior
therapy (REBT) with athletes. Recently, a single REBT education workshop was
shown to reduce the irrational beliefs of athletes in the short-term. This paper
reports the effects of multiple REBT education workshops (REBT program) on sea-
son-long irrational beliefs in elite soccer acadenry athletes. To assess the season-long
effect of the REBT program, a quasi-experimental single-case A-B with follow-up
design was used, so that immediate and long-term changes in irrational beliefs from
pre-test levels could be examined. Visual analysis of data indicated that for the
REBT program all irrational beliefs reduced at intervention onset and need for
achievement and demand for fairness remained reduced long-term. Social valida-
tion data indicated perceived psychological and performance benefits underpinned
by shifts in trrational beliefs. Results are discussed with reference to mechanisms of
change, study limitations, and recommendations for using REBT in sport.

Key wORrDS: Applied Sport psychology, Control group, Single-case design, Soc-
cer, Youth sport.

Throughout a competitive season, academy soccer athletes are required
to cope with the psychological demands of performing under pressure, team
and personal failure, and rejection (Turner & Barker, in press). One
approach that helps to elucidate how athletes deal with adversity is rational
emotive behavior therapy (REBT; Ellis, 1957), which posits that it is the indi-
vidual’s beliefs about adversity that determines whether their emotional and
behavioral reactions are adaptive or maladaptive. In short, irrational beliefs
lead to dysfunctional emotions (e.g., unhealthy anxiety) and maladaptive
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behaviors (e.g., avoidance), and rational beliefs lead to functional emotions
(healthy emotions) and adaptive behaviors (e.g., approach). Research sug-
gests that irrational beliefs are prevalent in athletes (e.g., Cockerill, 2002) and
can cause dysfunctional emotions that disrupt performance (e.g., Marlow,
2009). Predictably, research is beginning to emerge investigating the use of
REBT in reducing irrational beliefs in athletes (e.g., Turner & Barker, 2013).

REBT was conceived as the first cognitive behavioral approach to coun-
selling by Albert Ellis (1957), who proposed that it is rarely the adversity
(failure, rejection, and ill treatment) that causes dysfunctional emotions and
maladaptive behaviors alone, rather it is the beliefs about adversity that cause
these unhealthy responses. Distinct from other cognitive behavioral thera-
pies, in REBT zrrational beliefs lead to unhealthy emotions and behaviors,
and rational beliefs lead to healthy emotions and behaviors. Irrational beliefs
comprise four types of belief (Dryden, 2012), one primary (demands) and
three secondary (awfulizing, low-frustration tolerance, self-depreciation); the
secondary beliefs are derived from the primary belief. Rational beliefs also
comprise four types of belief, one primary (preferences) and three secondary
(anti-awfulizing, high-frustration tolerance, self-acceptance); again the sec-
ondary beliefs are derived from the primary belief. REBT’s theory and effi-
cacy have been supported in both clinical and nonclinical populations with
youths and adults (David, Szentagotai, Eva, & Macavei, 2005).

Theoretically, REBT is a motivational theory (David, 2003) akin to
Lazarus’ (1991) cognitive appraisal theory. Irrational and rational beliefs can
be considered “hot cognitions” (e.g., Ableson & Rosenberg, 1958) or pri-
mary appraisals (Lazarus, 1991) involved in the generation of emotion
(David, Lynn, & Ellis, 2010; Hyland & Boduszek, 2012). Therefore, the main
therapeutic purpose of REBT is to reduce irrational beliefs in favour rational
beliefs, thus changing the primary appraisal of an adversity (Hyland &
Boduszek, 2012), and as a result changing the emotional and behavioral
responses from unhealthy to healthy. To illustrate, an athlete’s primary irra-
tional belief “I want to be successful and therefore I must be” may cause
unhealthy anxiety prior to crucial matches. REBT would encourage the ath-
lete to abandon this irrational demand and replace it with a rational prefer-
ence such as “I want to be successful but that doesn’t mean I must be,” caus-
ing healthy anxiety (known as concern in REBT) instead. In short, irrational
beliefs cause the unhealthy anxiety, not the situation (e.g., important compe-
tition) alone (Harris, Davies, & Dryden, 2006).

In REBT athletes are introduced to the ABCDE framework and encour-
aged to understand that activating events (A) alone do not cause unhealthy
emotional and behavioral consequences (C), and that irrational beliefs (B)
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about the adversity are often the real cause (Ellis & Dryden, 1997). The athletes
then learn to dispute (D) their irrational beliefs and are encouraged to form new
effective rational alternatives (E). Disputation helps the athletes to understand
that their irrational beliefs are false, illogical, and unhelpful, and that rational
alternatives are true, logical, and helpful (Dryden, 2009; Dryden & Branch,
2008). Individuals can be introduced and guided through the ABCDE frame-
work via one-to-one consultations, or using group educational methods.

In a meta-analysis for the effects of REBT delivered using education
workshops with non-athletes (Trip, Vernon, & McMahon, 2007), medium
effects for reducing irrational beliefs (4 = .73) and dysfunctional emotions (d
=.60), and a large effect for reducing dysfunctional behaviors (d = .85) were
reported. Research reporting the use of REBT education with athletes has
also yielded some promising results (Bernard, 1985; Elko & Ostrow, 1991;
Turner, Slater, & Barker, 2014; Yamauchi & Murakoshi, 2001), with findings
indicating that some athletes were able to control aspects of their thoughts
that influenced performance (Bernard, 1985), experienced reduced anxiety
and enhanced performance (Elko & Ostrow, 1991; Yamauchi & Murakoshi,
2001), and showed a short-term reduction in irrational beliefs from pre- to
post-REBT (Turner et al., 2014).

Although much literature attests to the relationship between irrational
beliefs and unhealthy emotions, the link between irrational beliefs and per-
formance is still unclear due to sparse research directly examining perfor-
mance alongside irrational beliefs. Of the REBT aligned research that has
assessed performance, findings are equivocal. For example, one study found
that irrational self-verbalisations were not related to persistence in a difficult
puzzle task (Rosin & Nelson, 1983). But in a different study, irrational self-
verbalisations were related to poorer behavioral efficiency (more errors)
operationalized by performance in a mirror tracing task compared to rational
self-verbalisations (Bonadies & Bass, 1984). An earlier study (Schill, Monroe,
Evans, & Ramanaiah, 1978) found that irrational self-talk led to significantly
more errors on a mirror tracing task (indicating less performance efficiency)
than rational self-talk and a control condition. In REBT theory, irrational
beliefs are proposed to lead to maladaptive behaviors that inhibit goal
achievement. For example, concerning threat or danger an irrational belief is
proposed to lead to an individual withdrawing mentally and physically (Dry-
den & Branch, 2008), that in most athletic circumstances is unlikely to lead
to peak performance!. In contrast, a rational belief is proposed to lead to the

1Tt would be inappropriate to assume that irrational beliefs always lead to maladaptive
behaviors, and indeed, such a rigid assumption would go against the core tents of REBT.
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individual facing up to the threat and or taking constructive action to min-
imise danger (Dryden & Branch, 2008), which is more likely to facilitate per-
formance. In sum, the promotion of rational beliefs as advocated in REBT
should be beneficial for the performance of athletes, although this hypothe-
sis is in need of more rigorous examination.

The measurement of irrational beliefs is fundamental to assessing the
effects of REBT because the therapeutic aim of REBT rests on reducing irra-
tional beliefs in favour of rational beliefs, however, only one study in sport has
measured irrational beliefs (Turner et al., 2014), in which observed reductions
in irrational beliefs returned to pre-test levels when follow-up measures were
taken. Turner et al. suggest that the lack of long-term change in irrational
beliefs is not surprising given that they used only one 60 minute REBT work-
shop. In sum, past research is promising although methodological limitations
(e.g., lack of irrational beliefs measurement, use of a single workshop) pro-
hibit the meaningful evaluation of REBT education with athletes.

This paper examines the effects of an REBT education program on irra-
tional beliefs over a competitive soccer season in professional soccer acad-
emy athletes. In the soccer academy context, sport psychologists are taxed
with providing psychology provision often under stringent time and cost
constraints, and therefore, education workshops are frequently the preferred
method for psychology support (Barker, McCarthy, & Harwood, 2011). The
purpose of this paper is to build on past research by employing multiple
REBT education workshops and examining the long-term effects of REBT
on irrational beliefs in professional academy athletes. The first and second
authors were employed on a part-time basis by a professional soccer academy
in the United Kingdom (U.K.) to provide sport psychology education and
support to all full-time athletes performing in the under-18s team (aged 16 to
18 years). The first and third authors are Chartered Psychologists (BPS,
HCPC) trained in REBT (Primary Practicum), and had previously used
REBT with academy soccer athletes. The second author, while not trained in
REBT, had four years experience delivering sport psychology in professional
soccer academy contexts.

As full-time members of the professional academy, athletes study for a
variety of age appropriate academic courses (e.g., A levels), and receive
accommodation for two seasons. Athletes successful at this level can be
selected to join the under-21s team, where they become professional athletes
earning a salary and are available to go out on loan to adult teams. With a
place in the under-21s team at stake, athletes performing at under-18s level
do so under an ego-driven climate, and the ethos that winning is all that mat-
ters is perpetuated by coaches, parents, and athletes themselves (Harwood,
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2008; Harwood, Drew, & Knight, 2010). The pressured nature of U.K. acad-
emy soccer, coupled with the irrational beliefs prevalent in athletes (Cocker-
ill, 2002; Turner & Barker, 2013; in press), could perpetuate unhealthy emo-
tional responses to adverse events, influencing athlete well-being and
performance (Balague, 1999; Cockerill, 2002; Marlow, 2009). Indeed, at the
start of the season the authors noted that many of the athletes used irrational
self-verbalisations when describing competitive events. For example, “terri-
ble” performances, “must win” games, and treatment from the coaches that
they “couldn’t stand” were among such verbalisations. Due to the growing
support for the use of REBT in youth sport contexts (e.g., Marlow, 2009;
Turner et al., 2014) and the specific applicability of REBT to irrational
beliefs, as part of the sport psychology provision all athletes in the under-18s
team received one of two emotional control programs; an REBT program or
an emotion control program. Given the time constraints of working within a
soccer academy context, REBT also offered a solution-focused framework
that is both time and cost-effective (Turner et al., 2014). Self-reported irra-
tional beliefs were tracked throughout pretest, intervention, posttest, and
follow-up phases to assess changes in irrational beliefs for each program. A
limitation of previous research is that REBT education interventions have
not been examined alongside comparison conditions, thus changes in irra-
tional beliefs were vulnerable to extraneous variables (Anderson, Miles,
Mahoney, & Robinson, 2002; Shadish, Cooke, & Campbell, 2002). We
hypothesized athletes receiving the REBT program would show a season
long reduction in irrational beliefs from their pretest levels. In contrast, we
hypothesized that athletes receiving the emotion control program would
show no change in irrational beliefs from pretest levels.

Method

PARTICIPANTS

Participants were 17 male (Black British = 5, Mixed Caribbean = 1, White Australian = 1,
White British = 9, White Irish = 1) elite academy soccer athletes (M = 5.21years experience, SD =
2.81) competing in the under-18s team (M = 16.71years of age, SD = .61). Informed consent was
obtained and approval was granted by the academy prior to data collection and intervention.

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

We adopted a quasi-experimental single-case A-B design with follow-up (see Barker,
McCarthy, Jones, & Moran, 2011). The 17 participants were randomly and unknowingly
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assigned to either an REBT program group (N = 9) or an emotion control program group (N
= 8) by drawing athlete’s participant number out of a bag one by one so that the first name was
allocated to the REBT group, the second to the emotion control group, the third to the REBT
group, and this alternation continued until all names had been allocated. Random assignment
of the athletes into the two groups was used to ensure that any differences between groups
were not systematic at the outset. The single-case design employed in the present study
allowed the within groups effects of the interventions to be examined for both REBT and
comparison conditions (emotion control program). Previous research (Turner et al., 2014) has
not included a comparison group and has therefore been unable to account for the effects of
extraneous variables on reported data. The present study included a comparison group so that
observed changes in the REBT group could be more confidently attributed to the interven-
tion. In applied research the inclusion of a comparison group is atypical due to logistical (e.g.,
time vs. cost) and ethical factors. For example, giving a potentially helpful intervention to one
group and not the other could be considered unethical (Hardy, 2012). To mitigate this ethical
issue, the comparison group, rather than receiving nothing, received support and guidance
relating to emotions that included emotion control strategies that did not draw from REBT
principles. The REBT group received three consecutive (i.e., weekly) education workshops
while the emotion control group received three emotion control education workshops that
excluded REBT relevant content.

Self-reported irrational beliefs data were collected at 8 time-points across a competitive
season (October 2012 to May 2013); once prior to the workshops (pretest), five times imme-
diately after the intervention had commenced (posttest), and twice in the follow-up phase
(one month after posttest, and then again six weeks after that). For clarity, the first interven-
tion workshop for both programs was delivered two weeks after the pretest timepoint, and the
three intervention workshops were delivered once per week for three consecutive weeks in
November 2012. Posttest data collection took place in December 2012 (n = 2), and follow-up
data collection took place in mid-January (n = 1) and late-February 2013 (n = 1). An addi-
tional follow-up data point was collected for need for achievement only, two months after the
second follow-up data point as a small window of opportunity was made available to us in
April 2013 at the end of the season. Single-case guidelines (Barker et al., 2011) advocate
repeated measurement at the pretest phase so that a stable baseline can be ascertained. How-
ever, due to contextual constraints only one pretest data point was collected. That is, as is com-
mon in applied sport settings the club wanted the intervention programs delivered as soon as
possible, which hindered the collection of additional pretest data. However, we were able to
collect extended retention data following the interventions (follow-up phase); a method rec-
ommended for single-case research but rarely utilized in sport research (Barker, Mellalieu,
McCarthy, Jones, & Moran, 2013). The authors did not view the data and did not provide
feedback to the athletes until all data had been analyzed. Social validation data were collected
immediately after the final workshop. In the follow-up phases, athletes were not briefed about
the workshops they had attended in the season as we did not want to bias responses.

MEASURES

Irrational beliefs. The Shortened General Attitudes and Beliefs Scale (SGABS; Lindner,
Kirkby, Wertheim, & Birch, 1999) consists of 26 items forming eight subscales. Total irra-
tionality (22 items) is made up of self-depreciation (4 items), other-depreciation (3 items),
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need for achievement (4 items), need for approval (3 items), need for comfort (4 items), and
demand for fairness (4 items). A rationality (4 items) subscale is also included. Athletes were
asked to indicate the extent that they agreed with each of the 26 statements on a 5-point Lik-
ert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicate
stronger beliefs. The SGABS has high test-retest reliability (» = .91; Lindner et al., 1999), and
good criterion, construct, concurrent, convergent, and discriminate validity (Maclnnes,
2003). In the current study across all time-points, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients indicated
internal reliability with values ranging from .63 to .96 for the REBT program group and .86 to
.97 for the emotion control group. For brevity we include data from subscales total irrational
beliefs, need for achievement, need for approval, and demand for fairness, as these subscales
emerged as important to the athletes in the first REBT workshop. However, these data can be
viewed in the supplementary materials (available on request from the first author).

Social validation. A social validation questionnaire was completed by 13 athletes (N = 2
in the REBT group and N = 2 in the emotion control group did not complete the question-
naire due to other commitments) to ascertain perceptions of the intervention delivery and effi-
cacy (Page & Thelwell, 2013). Similar to Turner et al. (2014) the questionnaire consisted of six
questions concerning the perceived importance, usefulness, and impact of the workshop on
the athletes’ thoughts and behaviors. Athletes responded on a 7-item Likert scale ranging
from 1 (do not agree at all) to 7 (completely agree). This was followed by eight open-ended
questions regarding perceived changes in thoughts and emotions in response to three com-
petitive scenarios, evaluation of intervention process, and future performance. The question
about perceived future performance was important in the absence of an objective individual
performance measure.

INTERVENTION PROCEDURE

As part of the support provided to the academy by the first two authors, academy coach-
ing staff and the head of sport science intimated that the players would benefit from work-
shops concerning emotions. To explain, in an academy sport science meeting early in the sea-
son, coaches and the head of sport science indicated the need for the athletes to develop
emotion management skills as poor emotional control had negatively influenced recent per-
formances. Indeed, high levels of stress are ubiquitous in soccer academy settings (e.g.,
Reeves, Nicholls, & McKenna, 2009), in part augmented by a context in which athletes com-
pete as a team competitively, and against each other for a place in the squad, to ensure selec-
tion into the under-21s team. Progression from under-18s to under-21s is a crucial step for
academy athletes as they receive a more financially lucrative contract and make the step
toward a place in a men’s first team. To ensure each athlete received education on emotions,
amidst academy budget restrictions, each athlete attended three education workshops as part
of either the REBT or comparison group. The REBT group received an REBT program based
on techniques advocated in REBT literature (e.g., Dryden, 2009; Dryden & Branch, 2008;
Ellis & Dryden, 1997; Ellis, Gordon, Neenan, & Palmer, 1997), and the comparison group
received an emotion control program that excluded specific REBT relevant content.

REBT program. Athletes received three 40-minute workshops? that aimed to help them
to recognize and challenge irrational beliefs by using the REBT ABCDE process (Ellis & Dry-

2 Workshop materials are available on request from the first author.
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den, 1997). Workshops were informal and interactive to ensure athlete enjoyment and engage-
ment as recommended for psychological education in academy settings (Barker et al., 2011).
In the first workshop athletes reflected on their thoughts and feelings about adversities (suc-
cess, failure, and ill treatment) they had experienced, and or may experience, in soccer. Of
note, the irrational beliefs to emerge from the athletes at this stage reflected need for achieve-
ment (“I must succeed”), need for approval (“the coach must select me”), and demand for
fairness (“my team mates and opponents must compete fairly”). In this workshop, athletes
were introduced to the ABC elements of REBT, and the workshop chiefly focused on the
notion that adversities cannot cause unhealthy emotions and maladaptive behaviors alone, it
is their irrational beliefs about the adversities that cause unhealthy emotions and maladaptive
behaviors. We used famous athlete quotes and self-reflection tasks to enhance athletes’ knowl-
edge and understanding of the ABC elements. The second workshop built on the knowledge
the athletes had gleaned from the first, and went into more detail as to why irrational beliefs
cause unhealthy emotions and maladaptive behaviors, what these emotions and behaviors
might be, and why they might be unhelpful for performance. Scenario-based activities were
used to help the athletes to reflect on how irrational beliefs may emerge before, during, and
after performances. In this session, athletes were also introduced to disputation and com-
pleted a number of tasks that disputed the absolute use of the word “must” in relation to soc-
cer. For example, athletes were encouraged to think about the things that they must have or
do in life (e.g., water, air, food) and to rationalize whether winning in soccer can be considered
alongside those crucial necessities. Workshop three focused on completing the badness scale
(Ellis, Gordon, Neenan, & Palmer, 1997) as a method for disputing awfulizing beliefs, where
athletes rated ten adversities on a scale of 0% (rot bad at all) to 100% (worst thing imagin-
able). Anything considered 101% bad is “awful.” As in previous research (Turner et al., 2014)
soccer related adversities were rated at 40-60%, thus challenging the use of awfulizing in rela-
tion to soccer. Finally, athletes discussed how they could use rational beliefs instead of irra-
tional beliefs and then created rational self-statements (e.g., Ellis, 1994; Tafrate & Kassinove,
1998) to take away from the workshop. Self-statements included “I want to succeed more than
anything, but that does not mean I must,” and “failure is bad, but not awful.”

Emotion control program. The emotion control program comprised three 40-minute
workshops and was designed to help athletes to recognize their emotional responses without
drawing on REBT-related ideas. In the first workshop athletes reflected on their emotional
reactions to adversities. Athletes also considered the range of emotions professional athletes
may experience in a typical season, helping to raise awareness of potential performance debil-
itating emotions, including anger, anxiety, shame, and depression (non-clinical). The athletes
put forth some real-world examples of athletes who have experienced performance conse-
quences as a result of poor emotion management (e.g., David Beckham’s red card vs.
Argentina in 1998). In the second workshop, the athletes completed a task whereby they plot-
ted the positive and negative events that have occurred throughout their academy soccer
career. The purpose of engaging the athletes in reflective practice was to promote their aware-
ness of the emotional highs and lows of soccer, but additionally to initiate discussion centered
upon the techniques utilized by the athletes to manage emotions. Athletes disclosed problem-
focussed strategies, such as walking away from the emotive situation and emotion-focussed
strategies, including deep breathing (Jones, 2003). Despite the appropriate techniques out-
lined by the athletes we wished to introduce additional psychological skills that may be of ben-
efit. Briefly, we outlined and worked with the athletes to apply cognitive techniques (positive
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self-talk, modelling), and arousal control techniques (progressive muscular relaxation, center-
ing). For example, we guided athletes to restructure their self-talk to be more facilitative fol-
lowing failure, which in turn would improve athletes’ emotional control. In the third work-
shop athletes were given various hypothetical scenarios for which they discussed the emotion
that may be experienced by the individual involved in the scenario. For example, in one sce-
nario they have been awarded a penalty in the last minute of a match with the score at 0-0,
against a team one place above them in the league. The athletes were asked to discuss what
they would feel as the penalty taker, the opposing goal keeper, the referee, a spectator, and
their coach. It was intended that this exercise would help the athletes to understand how they
and others emote in the same situation, similar to the experiential area of emotional intelli-
gence as outlined in previous research (Crombie, Lombard, & Noaks, 2011).

Results
VISUAL ANALYSIS

Following relevant single-case guidelines (Barker, McCarthy, Jones, &
Moran, 2011) and in line with previous group-level research (e.g., Pain &
Harwood, 2009) data from both groups were graphed (y axis scaled to one
unit of the SGABS 5-point Likert scale) and visually analyzed to determine
the effects of the REBT program (Figure 1) on irrational beliefs and the emo-
tion control group (Figure 2). Typically, in single-case research visual exami-
nation includes the comparison of mean changes for each subject case. In
accordance with Pain and Harwood (2009) who treated a university soccer
team as a single case and accordingly visually examined grouped data, we
treat each intervention group as a single case. Three steps were taken to stan-
dardize analyses. First, the immediacy of change in irrational beliefs at the
onset of the intervention was determined. Second, overlapping data points
were calculated between pre- and post-test phases, with less overlapping
points indicating more consistent changes in data. Finally, the size of the
changes between each phase was determined using percentage change. That
is, pre-test (timepoint one), post-test (timepoints two to six), and follow-up
phase (timepoints seven to eight or nine) mean levels and the changes from
pre-test to post-test and from post-test to follow-up were indicated by calcu-
lating the percentage increase of decrease between phases ((Mean2-
Meanl)/Meanl) x 100; Turner & Barker, 2013).

REBT group. For total irrational beliefs, there was an immediate reduc-
tion at post-test, and there were no overlapping data points between pre- and
post-test phases. Regarding mean levels, there was a -7.56% reduction from
pre-test (M = 2.66) to post-test (M = 2.46, SD = .09), and a 4.60% increase
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from post-test to follow-up (M = 2.57, SD = .28) phases. For need for
achievement there was an immediate reduction at post-test, and there were
no overlapping data points between pre- and post-test phases. Regarding
mean levels, there was a -12.99% reduction from pre-test (M = 3.25) to post-
test (M =2.83, §D = .14), and a -4.07 % decrease from post-test to follow-up
(M =2.71, SD = .17) phases. For need for approval there was an immediate
reduction at post-test, and no overlapping data points between pre- and
post-test phases. Regarding mean levels, there was a -13.02% reduction from
pre-test (M = 2.41) to post-test (M =2.09, SD = .18), and a 11.96% increase
from post-test to follow-up (M =2.34, SD = .17) phases. For demand for fair-
ness there was an immediate reduction at post-test, and no overlapping data
points between pre- and post-test phases. Regarding mean levels, there was a
-12.23 % reduction from pre-test (M =3.31) to post-test (M =2.90, 5D = .26),
and a 1.18% increase from post-test to follow-up (M = 2.94, SD = .09)
phases.

In summary of the REBT group results, there was a meaningful reduc-
tion in all variables. Need for achievement and demand for fairness remained
reduced from pre-test levels at the follow-up phase, but total irrational
beliefs and need for approval increased towards pre-test levels at follow-up.

Emotion control group. For total irrational beliefs there was no imme-
diate reduction at post-test, and there were four overlapping data points
between pre- and post-test phases. Regarding mean levels, there was a
14.00% increase from pre-test (M = 2.08) to post-test (M = 2.37, SD = .25),
and a 10.61% increase from post-test to follow-up (M = 2.62, SD = .08)
phases. For need for achievement, there was no immediate reduction at post-
test, and there were four overlapping data points between pre- and post-test
phases. Regarding mean levels, there was a 18.77 % increase from pre-test (M
= 2.14) to post-test (M = 2.55, SD = .36), and a 14.65% increase from post-
test to follow-up (M = 2.92, §D = .20) phases. For need for approval, there
was no immediate reduction at post-test, and four overlapping data points
between pre- and post-test phases. Regarding mean levels, there was a
23.83% increase from pre-test (M = 1.76) to post-test (M = 2.18, SD = .38),
and a 22.52% increase from post-test to follow-up (M = 2.67, SD = .18)
phases. For demand for fairness, there was an immediate reduction at post-
test, and two overlapping data points between pre- and post-test phases.
Regarding mean levels, there was a -2.28% reduction from pre-test (M =
2.46) to post-test (M =2.41, SD = .29), and a 13.01% increase from post-test
to follow-up (M = 2.72, §D = .02) phases.

In summary of the emotion control group results, only demand for fair-
ness showed a reduction from pre- to post-test phases, with all other vari-
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ables showing an increase. All variables showed an increase above pre-test
and post-test levels at the follow-up phase.

SOCIAL VALIDATION

REBT program. Social validation suggested athletes thought the REBT
intervention was important (M =5.57, 5D = 1.16), useful (M =5.43, 5D =0.94),
and would motivate them to change their thoughts and behaviors (M =5, SD
= 1.04). In addition, all seven athletes thought that the program helped them
to improve their emotional control. For example, one athlete noted REBT
“helped to take the words “must” and “need to” out of my thoughts, taking
pressure off myself,” while another stated REBT “helps to bounce back from
failure and not dwell on things.” Athletes improved emotional control was
qualified by their responses to adverse competition scenarios (e.g., please detail
your thoughts and feelings after a decision goes against you), with response
such as “accept it and move on, things get better.” Regarding performance and
career development, six of the seven athletes believed REBT was beneficial.
Broadly, athletes indicated performance would be improved through an
improved ability to deal with adversity and to maintain positive thinking.
Finally, all seven athletes would recommend the REBT education program
given its applicability and usefulness to improve athlete’s psychological
approach to competition. For example, the REBT program was perceived as
helpful “to channel anger and failures into positive things for performance.”

Emotion control program. Social validation indicated athletes thought
the emotion control program was important (M = 4.9, SD = 1), useful (M =
4.6,5D = .47), and would motivate them to change their thoughts and behav-
iors (M = 4.2, §D = 1.12). In addition, four of the six athletes believed that
the emotion control program helped to improve their emotional control. For
example, one athlete indicated the intervention will help to “change the way
I'm thinking about a situation.” Athletes’ responses to the competitive sce-
nario questions were mixed, with dysfunctional emotions such as anger and
sadness reported, while another athletes noted “stay relaxed, focused on the
task.” In relation to performance, four out of six athletes perceived the inter-
vention to be beneficial for competitive performance. Finally, five of the six
athletes reported that they would recommend the program to other academy
teams, with one player noting the workshops “can have implications and
improve performance.”

In summary, social validation suggested the REBT education program
brought about intentional changes to reduce the use of rigid and demanding
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words (e.g., “must”), while the emotion control program engendered more
broad emotional changes through self-awareness (e.g., “[I’'m] more aware
about the circumstances and importance of controlling frustration and
anger.”) In general, the social validation data indicated that both programs
were effective in enhancing emotional control for performance. Specifically,
athletes’ perceived the REBT education program to be more important, use-
ful, and applicable in terms of changing thoughts and behaviors than the ath-
letes who received the emotion control program. Mann-Whitney U tests
indicated that differences in importance (z = -1.18), usefulness (z = -1.68),
changing of thoughts (z = -1.40), and changing of behaviors (z = -1.34)
between groups were not statistically significant (p > .05).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the season-long effects of an
REBT education program on the irrational beliefs of professional soccer
academy athletes. This paper adds to the extant literature (e.g., Turner et al.,
2014) by using a quasi-experimental single-case A-B design with follow-up
(Barker, McCarthy, Jones, & Moran, 2011) to compare the long-term effects
of REBT education to a comparison condition, or more specifically, a condi-
tion in which athletes received no REBT guidance. This is the first study to
compare the effects of REBT education with a comparison group on long-
term changes in irrational beliefs in athletes.

Results indicated that the REBT education program was effective in
reducing irrational beliefs but the emotion control program was not. Specif-
ically, for the REBT education program there was a large and immediate
reduction in all variables at intervention onset. But for the emotion control
program there was a moderate and immediate reduction in only demand for
fairness. In the longer term, for the REBT education program variables need
for achievement and demand for fairness remained reduced at the follow-up
phase, but after an initial reduction total irrational beliefs and need for
approval increased towards pre-test levels at follow-up. In contrast, for the
emotion control program all variables showed an increase above pre-test and
post-test levels at the follow-up phase. Social validation data indicated that
the REBT education program was perceived as more effective in controlling
emotions than the emotion control program. Moreover, the perceived psy-
chological and performance benefits reported for the REBT education pro-
gram were underpinned by shifts in irrational beliefs, whereas the cause of
the perceived benefits for the emotion control program were unclear.
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Although the emotion control program did not impact self-reported irra-
tional beliefs, participants did indicate that the program helped them change
their thoughts and behaviors. Precisely what cognitive process the participants
engaged in to alter their thoughts and behaviors in difficult to speculate based
on the data, but the techniques covered within the emotion control program
appeared to have a beneficial effect on emotional control. That participants felt
that the emotion control program helped them to control their emotions sup-
ports the strategies proposed by Jones (2003 ), which are specifically appropri-
ate to emotional control in athletes. Perhaps psychological skills training pro-
grams would benefit from not only general emotion control strategies such as
imagery, relaxation, and self-talk for instance, but also a focus on changing irra-
tional beliefs. The incorporation of REBT principles into the canon of psycho-
logical skills (Anderson, 2009) would seem most appropriate within the self-
talk elements where cognitive restructuring usually takes place.

The finding that irrational beliefs can be reduced using REBT (Turner &
Barker, 2013) and REBT education (e.g., Trip, Vernon, & McMahon, 2007;
Turner et al, 2014) supports previous research. However, the finding that
some irrational beliefs variables remain reduced in the longer term and not
others adds significantly to the extant literature. Unlike past research, we
used multiple REBT education workshops and this may have contributed to
the long-term effects reported in this paper. In addition, by using single-case
methods, when analyzing the data we were more able to assess changes in
irrational beliefs more frequently over-time both during and after the inter-
vention period, whereas past research has used only one data collection point
for each pre-, post-, and follow-up phases (e.g., Turner et al., 2014). There-
fore, we were able to examine the immediate and long-term effects of REBT
education and a comparison condition for the first time in sport, so it is pos-
sible to more confidently attribute the reported changes in irrational beliefs
to the REBT program rather than extraneous variables (Anderson et al.,
2002; Shadish et al., 2002).

Results indicated that variables need for achievement and demand for
fairness remained reduced in the longer term, echoing the findings of previ-
ous research that have used multiple one-to-one REBT sessions in a single-
case design (Marlow, 2009; Turner & Barker, 2013). Coupled with the find-
ings in past research that a single bout of REBT does not facilitate long-term
change, the evidence that multiple bouts of REBT reported in this and pre-
vious papers suggests that for long-term gains REBT is best applied on
numerous occasions (Ellis & Dryden, 1997). That is, it is not enough to
deliver just one REBT workshop to athletes for irrational beliefs to be
reduced long-term.
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The long-term reduction in need for achievement is potentially impor-
tant for the athletes because they function within a results driven climate
where success is paramount (Harwood, 2008; Harwood et al., 2010). The
importance placed on winning in professional academy settings can inspire
an irrational need for achievement (Botterill, 2005), which in turn could lead
to dysfunctional and maladaptive emotional and behavioral responses. To
explain, the propensity for athletes to adopt irrational demands is due to the
difficulty in thinking rationally in important situations where preferences for
success are particularly strong (Dryden & Branch, 2008). In REBT, it is pos-
sible to recognize the importance of success, while retaining a rational want
for achievement rather than a need. A preference for success is no less moti-
vational, and can foster self-enhancing, adaptive behaviors (e.g., approach),
and balanced thoughts, thus facilitating goal achievement (Dryden, 2009).
Similarly, the finding that demand for fairness was reduced in the longer term
could be important especially in a professional academy setting, because the
athletes are often subjected to adverse selection decisions that could be con-
sidered unfair. By adopting a rational preference for fairness instead of an
irrational demand for fairness, athletes can assuage unhealthy anger often
accompanied by regrettable outbursts that can damage important athlete-
athlete and coach-athlete relationships. That is, in the face of unfairness a
rational preference for fairness may leave an athlete feeling healthily angry,
able to tolerate the decision while protesting constructively (Dryden &
Branch, 2008).

While variables need for achievement and demand for fairness showed
long-term reductions, need for approval and total irrational beliefs returned
to pre-test levels after initial post-test reductions. The finding that some irra-
tional belief variables remained reduced over the season and not others is
both intriguing and perplexing, but there are some plausible explanations
for these results. First, it may be that some irrational beliefs require more
long-term or individually targeted REBT sessions for sustained beneficial
effects to emerge. Specifically, need for approval is a particularly salient
belief for academy environments because athletes are more likely to keep
their place in the team if they gain the approval of the coaching staff and
academy director. Therefore, helping athletes to dispute need for approval
beliefs may require focused efforts, perhaps using one-to-one sessions.
Indeed, Turner et al. (2014) found no reductions in need for approval after
REBT education (a single session) in a similar athletic context (15-16 year old
professional soccer academy athletes). Second, perhaps the content regard-
ing need for approval across the three REBT workshops was not strong
enough to foster long-term change, or was ambiguous in terms of applicabil-
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ity outside the guided REBT in the workshops. Social validation conducted
after each workshop could be used in future research to examine perceptions
of each element of the intervention for appropriateness and understanding.

There are some limitations that if addressed would strengthen the find-
ings of the current paper. Although social validation data suggested that par-
ticipants thoughts that the REBT program would improve their perfor-
mance, performance markers were not utilized. Future research could use
coach ratings, a notational analysis system (e.g., Carling, Williams, & Reilly,
2005), and or video performance analysis techniques at each time-point for
each athlete, or perhaps devise experimental performance tasks to examine
the influence of irrational beliefs on soccer skill performance. In addition,
because REBT is proposed to help individuals control their emotions which
may facilitate performance, a measure of emotions and or emotional control
would strengthen the findings of this study. Previous research has reported
reduced anxiety through REBT education (Elko & Ostrow, 1991; Yamauchi
& Murakoshi, 2001), but an investigation of the impact of REBT on the
broad spectrum of emotions including anger is still needed. Also, this paper
reports the use a quasi-experimental single-case design at a group-level, a
methodology typically used with individual athletes (Barker et al., 2011).
That is, in this paper we treat the team as the case, rather than the individual.
This approach could be strengthened by collecting more pre-test data than in
the present study, to conform better to single-case guidelines (Barker et al.,
2011) and ensure a stable baseline prior to intervention. Further, a counter-
balanced design could have been adopted where both groups received the
REBT program and the emotion control program but at differing points in
the season (e.g., Barker et al., 2011). Moreover, in retrospect if we had more
evenly matched the two groups using baselines irrational beliefs scores, the
comparison between REBT and comparison conditions would have been
more accurate. While the single-case design we adopted is recommended for
within-groups changes, a between-groups design could be achieved using
similar methods to the current study. Lastly, Cronbach’s alpha for the
SGABS in the REBT program condition ranged from .63 to .96. An alpha of
.63 is considered low and may be reflection of the brief measure used in this
study. Future researchers should develop and validate a more comprehensive
performance specific irrational beliefs inventory to ensure maximal validity
when conducting research with athletes.

This paper provides a number of applied research implications. First,
some of the principles of REBT can seem rigid and definite, notably the idea
that irrational beliefs lead to maladaptive emotional and behavioral conse-
quences. But irrational beliefs may not lead to maladaptive responses all of
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the time or in all human beings. Indeed, it is still unclear as to implications of
irrational beliefs on actual sports performance (Turner & Barker, in press).
For this reason, collaboration with athletes in REBT sessions is important so
that the athlete and the practitioner arrive at the decision of whether the ath-
lete’s beliefs are unhelpful for goal attainment or not. Within a workshop is it
more difficult to put this collaborative principle into practice, but a less
didactic workshop approach could be taken to include more discussion and
reflection. Second, because this research was conducted as part of the acad-
emy sport psychology provision, it was necessary to rationalize the programs
to the academy head of sport science. REBT is not widely recognized in pro-
fessional sport settings as yet, therefore we presented the programs as “emo-
tion programs” in which athletes would learn about emotions and methods
for controlling them, and stipulated that two groups needed to be formed.
Presenting the programs as “emotion programs” was important because
REBT has some clinical connotations (Marlow, 2009) that may be unattrac-
tive to coaches. Third, the academy head of sport science was kept blind to
the different conditions to ensure that they were not able to reveal the differ-
ences between the content of each program to the two groups. Athletes were
informed that both groups were to receive emotion programs so that the
emotion control group were not curious as to the content of the REBT
group’s program. Whilst difficult to put into practice, it was necessary to try
to prevent cross-pollination of REBT concepts to the emotion control group,
that would have influenced the data. It is not possible from the data pre-
sented to know whether athletes from opposing groups shared workshop
information, but social validation data from the emotion control group inti-
mated no shift in irrational thought processes.

In summary, the present study is the first to explore the season-long
effects of multiple REBT education workshops and a comparison condition
on the irrational beliefs of athletes. Broadly, results indicated that the REBT
program reduced the irrational beliefs of professional academy soccer ath-
letes from pre- to post-test. In addition, REBT had a long-term effect on
need for achievement and demand for fairness, both variables remaining
attenuated at follow-up. Social validation indicated that both REBT and
emotion control programs helped athletes to control their emotions and
enhance performance, but the REBT program was perceived as more bene-
ficial and able to alter irrational beliefs. The reported benefit of REBT edu-
cation in this paper supports previous research with athletes (Elko &
Ostrow, 1991; Turner et al., 2014; Yamauchi & Murakoshi, 2001). Future
research should investigate the relationship between irrational beliefs and
athlete performance, and also investigate the broad spectrum of emotions
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relevant to REBT. Given the support starting to emerge for the use of REBT
with athletes, we encourage more sport psychologists to explore the use of
REBT with athletes and to report their findings so that a greater understand-
ing of the ways REBT can and cannot be used in sport is garnered.
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