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Abstract

Gaining the inside perspective of an elite athlete throughout the competitive
season provides a unique approach to understand the lived experience during
multiple competitive events. The purpose of the present study was to investigate
how elite disc golf athletes perceive and interpret their experiences of performing
during various training and competitive events over the course of an elite disc
golf season. Two elite disc golf athletes, one man and one woman, were recruited
using homogeneous purposive sampling. The participants were interviewed
three times and observed during three competitive events, as well as before and
after a training session. A longitudinal interpretative phenomenological analysis
(LIPA) was adopted to capture temporal and dynamic changes of the participants’
lived experiences. The findings illustrated the athletes’ personal experiences of
performing during competitive disc golf events, with both athletes’ experiences of
competition changing during the season. Their competitive experiences appear
to relate to the meaning disc golf has for the athletes, which in this study had
both an experiential and existential level of meaning over time. Such a finding
illustrates the importance of honoring athletes’ unique experiences in making
sense of their performances during an elite disc golf season. Taking the time to
understand athletes’ perceptions of their personal experiences appear important
in attempting to understand their sense-making of their hot cognition before,

during, and after competitions.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

An elite athlete's performance is often the “moment of
truth” where the difference between a win or a loss can be
settled in a split second. Indeed, there are countless hours
of training, preparation, and evaluation leading up to the
“moment of truth” which are required to put an athlete in
a position to succeed.! To sustain success in sport compe-
titions, elite athletes must therefore function effectively in
their competitive encounters and maintain their perfor-
mance level over repeated competitive events.>* In doing
so, elite athletes are required to reflect on experiences hap-
pening to them and, thus, attempt to make sense of the
meaning of their competitive encounters. Hence, because
of the human factor in performance, there is a need to get
close to personal experiences of performing in the elite
sport context.”*

To gain a clearer picture of the subjective experience
of performing, there is a need to understand what is going
on in the mind of elite athletes in the training sessions
leading up to the competitive event, in the days before
the competitive event, immediately prior to, and during,
performance, and in the time after the competitive event.
Indeed, Wilson and Richards argued, “the association be-
tween feedback and the event is more powerful the closer
in time they are—an idea referred to by behavioral psy-
chologists as temporal contiguity (p352).”> Additionally,
if elite athletes are encouraged (or forced) to reflect on
their perceptions of experiences happening to them (e.g.,
training and competitive events) and which engage hot
cognition, which facilitates much cognitive and emotional
activity about the event, then we can gain a more nuanced
understanding of how they make sense of the event's
meaning.* It is worth noting, however, that these experi-
ences can either be relatively current and discrete, or they
can be ongoing.* The subjective experience of elite ath-
letes, involving both single and repeated events, is there-
fore important to understand due to the “inner game” of
training and competition and the way these athletes deal
with their mind as they deliver their unique performances
over time.

Performance can be objective, subjective, or a
combination.® Typically, objective performance does not
account for factors outside the athlete's control; that is,
objective performance considers outcomes irrespective
of the subjective experience.” Meanwhile, the subjective
experience of performance is based on how satisfied ath-
letes are with their performance.8 To further illustrate,
“an objective measure exists as a quantity in and of itself;
in contrast, subjective measurements are based on atti-
tudes, beliefs, and perceptions (p403).”’ The subjective
experience of performance is therefore a more sensitive
indication of performance and enables comparison with

other sports.' Furthermore, what turns a competitive
event into an experience is the subjective significance
bestowed on it by the person participating in, and poten-
tially changed by, what is happening during the compet-
itive event.*

The success elite athletes experience in training and
competition is influenced by their physical, psychological,
tactical, and technical skills, which vary between sports.11
For instance, in disc golf, which is a fine motor skilled
sport, competition rounds are long lasting with low inten-
sity but involving high technical demands, which require
a shift of focus to prevent fatigue.'* If athletes are unable
to effectively manage the different demands or challenges
they encounter while training and competing, it is likely
to influence their athletic performance and, in turn, their
subjective experience of performing.''™*?

Furthermore, elite athletes may associate different lev-
els of meaning to their subjective experience of perform-
ing. Such meaning has been considered across five levels:
(1) Literal (what does that mean?); (2) Pragmatic (what
do they mean?); (3) Experiential (what does it mean?);
(4) Existential—significance (what does it mean for my
identity?); and (5) Existential—purpose (what does my
life mean?) (p168).* Hence, knowing that elite athletes are
heavily invested in their sporting activity (e.g., time and
resources),’ and assuming that the significance of train-
ing and competitive events might change over time, the
typology of meaning might be used to explore the level
of sense-making in which elite athletes are engaged.*
Moreover, to access the different depths of meaning and
explore the individual variation in subjective experience,
it has been suggested that research should be close to the
action and adopt a within-participant, longitudinal, and
embedded methodology to capture immediate responses
to a given situation and possible change in response during
and across multiple training and competitive events.>!
Additionally, collecting data over time from the same sam-
ple of athletes is valuable as it enhances our understand-
ing of how elite athletes' perceptions and interpretations
of the experience of performing evolves over the course
of a competitive season. Such insights are particularly
valuable in individual sports (i.e., golf or tennis) that are
acknowledged to have a substantial mental component**
and, thus, understand how it may shift over time.

To the best of our knowledge, there are few, if any,
studies reporting how elite athletes experience repeated
training and competitive events (i.e., before, during, and
after the event), and how these experiences evolve across
the competitive season. Given this gap in our understand-
ing of elite athletes' subjective experiences of performing,
and to gain a deeper understanding of the elite athlete's
state of mind while training and competing, the purpose
of the present study was to investigate how elite disc golf
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athletes perceive and interpret their subjective experi-
ences of performing during various training and competi-
tive events over the course of an elite disc golf season.

2 | METHOD

2.1 | Philosophical underpinnings

This study is located within the interpretivist paradigm."
An interpretivist paradigm suggest that sport is a social
phenomenon where the participants act upon a number
of external social forces, but also have the free will to
respond in an active way to these forces.'® Thus, their
behavior cannot be understood in terms of a simple causal
relationship and the researcher attempts to uncover
meaning, values, and explanations through the collected
data.* The interpretative approach tries to understand the
athletes “from within” by using data collection from the
viewpoint of the participant.*'®

2.2 | Study design
This study aimed to understand the dynamic nature
of athletes’ perceptions and interpretations of their
experiences of performing during a competitive
season. To do this, a longitudinal qualitative research
(LQR) design comprising in-depth interviews and
observations at specific times in competitions (before,
during, and after) and over a season (training, domestic
tournament, national tour, national championship, and
European championship) was adopted. LQR allowed for
identification of temporal change across experiences,
thereby facilitating a rich exploration of how individuals
interpret and respond to such change.'” Further, LQR
has the ability to access fluid, time-sensitive accounts of
subjectively experiences and thus enabled illumination
of the meaning, causes, and consequences of changes or
continuities across time.*'® LQR is also iterative, drawing
on what has been learned, enabling insight into what
might change over time.'®

It has been recommended that researchers should seek
to combine LQR with theoretical and methodological per-
spectives that encompass concepts such as time and the
experience of change to move beyond a simple descrip-
tion of perception and interpretation of experience at each
time point.'” Subsequently, given the epistemological ap-
proach of LQR that prioritizes expressed and subjective
meanings as valid forms of knowledge, interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) has been identified as
a fitting approach to utilize."” A combination of longitu-
dinal research and IPA, namely longitudinal interpretive

phenomenological analysis (LIPA), aims to collect data
over time to explore the dynamic effects of variability and
change." The collection of data through various methods
and from different perspectives (i.e., the athlete and the ob-
server) is recommended.? The analysis generally consists
of processes that move from the particular to the shared,
and from descriptive to interpretative, as the researcher
tries to make sense of the participants’ experiences, which
they themselves are also trying to understand.**

2.3 | Participants

In collaboration with the Norwegian Federation of
American Sports, two elite disc golf athletes (one man
and one woman, both aged in their early 20s) were
identified as potential participants. Homogeneous
purposive sampling was used to gain the perspectives
of both genders regarding the experience of performing
during national and international level elite disc golf
competitions.”*>** The athletes represented their nation
and competed at the international level in their respective
division, Mixed Professional Open (MPO) and Female
Professional Open (FPO). Both athletes had jobs outside of
disc golf, combining training and work in their everyday
lives. Due to the time-consuming commitment of a large
data collection through 26 interviews, the focus on depth
instead of breadth, and their elite competitive level, two
participants were considered adequate to address the
research question and illustrate their experiences.*

2.4 | Data collection

Prior to starting data collection, appropriate ethical
approval was obtained. Subsequently, participants were
invited through email to a private online information
meeting. After obtaining participant consent, interviews
were scheduled around the selected competitions in
collaboration with the athletes' calendar and preferences
(e.g., 2days before tournament to clear the night before
competition).

The initial interview guide was developed through an
inductive approach with open questions, to encourage the
participants to talk freely. Questions were based on their
past, present, and future experience of the competitions
included in the study, asking (e.g., “How did you experi-
ence the competition? In what way are you preparing for
the next tournament?”). As the study/season progressed,
the interview guide was adjusted for temporality and con-
text before each interview, without thematic difference.
Copies of the interview guides are available from the cor-
responding author on request.
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To support the development of a dynamic interview
guide, observation also occurred and focused on the par-
ticipants' experiences (e.g., performance, behavior, and
reactions) to help understand the context of experiences
they may share during interviews and to get a more ho-
listic and in-depth view of the participants’ immediate
experiences.””** The observation was useful in supporting
athletes if/when they struggled to describe events that hap-
pened because participants knew the interviewer had ob-
served what they were attempting to discuss (e.g., “When I
barely came out of bounds, you were there right?”).

The data collection occurred over a 5-month period
(from June to October), which included the whole 2021
season in disc golf (shortened due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic). Interviews were audio recorded, lasting between
23 and 76min (M interview time=38.97min). The in-
terviews occurred before (T1), during (T2), and after
(T3) three competitions across the course of the season.
Additionally, each of the three competitions were observed
by the interviewer who recorded instant commentary of
the participants’ experience (e.g., performance, behavior,
and reactions) to help remember the observed, resulting
in approximately one and a half hours of recorded com-
mentary. The choice of tournaments was predetermined
to include a range in size and types of competition, with
consideration to the participants’ competition schedules.
For abbreviations, timing and sequence of the competi-
tions, and data collection, see Figure 1.

2.5 | Data analysis

All interviews and observation records were transcribed
verbatim. In total, 151 pages of single-spaced transcripts
for the semi-structured interviews and 22 pages of single-
spaced transcripts pertaining to the observation records
were generated. As LIPA prioritizes depth, is ideographic,
and changes over time, the interviews and observation

data were transcribed in chronological order.*>* Each
of the participants' datasets, including transcription of
the interviews and the observations, were inserted into
NVivol2 to help organize the data. Specifically, NVivo
was valuable in facilitating the cross-comparison of codes
and quotes identified across participants.

The data analysis sought to address the aims of the
present study: to understand and describe the partici-
pants’ lived experience and to interpret their experience in
relation to a wider cultural, social, and theoretical context.
The formal process of analysis began with the first author
reading and re-reading each transcript in its entirety, to
develop an overall sense of the case.?’ While reading, com-
ments were made pertaining to the participants’ situation
(descriptive comments), interpretations of their experi-
ences (linguistic comments), and prior experiences (con-
ceptual comments).*’

While reading the transcripts, statements of what the
participants said in the interviews were identified by the
first author using codes, which explained the topic of the
statements (e.g., confidence, nerves).”” The codes were
checked against all of the transcribed data to ensure the
data was reflected by the identified codes. The most re-
curring codes from each event (before, during, and after
a training/competitive event) were collected and mapped
together with the other events in a chronological order
for each participant, respectively.** This constituted the
lived experience storyline of each participant across the
competitive season. Similarities between the codes of the
participants were also noticed while reviewing the lived
experience storyline of each participant. Finally, as the
first author started to write out the participants’ lived ex-
perience based on the codes, and while writing and dis-
cussing with the other authors, three overarching themes
were developed to cover the generated codes: (i) the disc
golf competition experience, (ii) the experience of per-
forming during a disc golf competition, and (iii) the expe-
rience of evaluating a disc golf competition.****

European Championship (EC)

Domestic Tournament (DT)

2021
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FIGURE 1 Study timeline.

National Championship (NC)

Week 32

Training National Tour (NT)
Week 38 Week 38
- '
SO P SRS %& éﬂ & QO%\ 2
S 88 & e Fo& S &
AN AR S
Q@A R & \\\g\ N N &
SR
e N

85UB01 7 SUOWILOD 3AIIRID 8|edl|dde auy Aq pauienob are sejoNe O ‘8sn Jo SaInJ 10} Ariq18ul|UO 4|1/ UO (SUOIPU0D-pUR-SWBIALIO™ A8 | 1M Afe.q 18U |UO//SRY) SUORIPUOD PR SWB | 8L} 88S *[7202/60/TZ] U0 ARiqiTaulluo A8 (1M ‘8.1 Ad 995K T SWS/TTTT OT/I0p/Luiod 48| im Are.q Ul |uo//Sdny Wwo.y pepeojumod ‘T ‘202 ‘880009T



FURRE ET AL.

WILEY- 222

The participants’ stories of their lived experience
across the competitive season, involving multiple training
and competitive events, were captured in the data analysis
through constant interpretation of their preparation and
expectations (before the events), performance (during the
events), and evaluation (after the events).”>*® More spe-
cifically, the participants' lived experience storylines were
created through an ideographic process-based method.*
As such, the analysis process was inductive through being
open to the participants’ lived experiences.”® At the same
time, however, it was difficult for the authors, despite hav-
ing an inductive mindset, to not be influenced by what
had taken place in previous data collections. Indeed, a
key challenge in the process of analyzing the longitudi-
nal qualitative data was to create each lived experience
storyline without assuming how each story would evolve,
as well as maintaining the uniqueness of each storyline
throughout the process of data collection and analysis.*

2.6 | Methodological rigor

IPA is an established quality method to explore personal
lived experience with the focuson the participants'meaning
making.”® In this study, we have elected to use the guide
of Nizza, Farr and Smith (2021) containing four markers
of high-quality IPA studies: (1) close analytic reading of
participants’ words, (2) attending to convergence and
divergence, (3) developing a vigorous experiential and/
or existential account, and (4) constructing a compelling,
unfolding narrative.

Through the analysis we had several rounds of read-
ing each participant's interviews, first with focus on the
specific participant before comparing themes, together
with talks and discussions with critical friends.*’ This sup-
ported depth in interpretation and the ideographic focus
where themes were created with quotes from both partic-
ipants (first marker). There was never an intention to use
the quotes to create two individual stories, but rather to
show the ideographic nature of the experience through
the participants. At the same time, there were differences
and similarities between the participants that made it
natural to compare and connect quotes (second marker).
Through the data, we saw the hermeneutic circle where
parts pointed to the whole (e.g., missed putts diminished
confidence) and how it affected the next event."

The depth in the data is shown through the level of
meaning of the participants through the season. Due to the
timing and number of interviews, the participants were
able to reflect before, during, and after an event, to catch
the hot cognition and the heightened emotional activity
caused by the significance of the event, and giving them
time to reflect on the sense-making of the experience.**

Through their interpretation of the experience and our in-
terpretation of their quotes, we found that the third and
fourth level of meaning was present in this paper (third
marker).* These levels made the narrative compelling and
depth filled with meaning. Also, the timing of the trian-
gulation of the interviews and observation through the
season in diverse settings supports a rich and cohesive
storyline with momentum grounded in the participants'
experiences (fourth marker).*!

3 | RESULTS

The results are centered around the athletes' lived
experiences. Three overarching themes, within which
several interpretive themes sat, were generated to
illustrate the diverse nature and depth of the athletes’ lived
experiences: the disc golf competition experience, the
experience of performing during a disc golf competition,
and the experience of evaluating a disc golf competition.
David and Susan are pseudonyms given to the participants
to protect anonymity.

3.1 | The disc golf competition
experience

During a competition and across the season, both athletes
experienced a shift in the perception of competition
experience. How the athletes approached competitions
seemed to influence how they appraised situations during
and across competitions.

3.1.1 | Difference in training and
competition

David's experience comprised a shift from a pleasant to
an unpleasant feeling several times during the season
and in different situations. At the start of the season,
his experience was one in which he felt good about his
game, although a bit uncertain about his putt. In the first
tournament of the year, the observer thought he putted
confidently, but his reality was one in which he was
dreading each putt:

I use a lot of mental strength and energy just
to dread, like in the moment I had thrown my
drive, [I think] ‘ah, what distance [from the
basket] am I at now’? (DT, T2)

His experience involved putting a lot of psychological en-
ergy for attentional focus on the putt, resulting in negative
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thoughts regarding the drive because of the consequences
for the subsequent putt. These negative thoughts remained
throughout the season: “It has always been worries, heavy
worries. [...] [I] must use a lot of energy on the doubt” (Post).
Further, his experience seemed to fluctuate frequently from
‘pleasant’ to ‘unpleasant’ quickly during the round from the
drive to the putt and between training and competition. He
explained:

The putting I perform in training is like, al-
most world-class. [...] I know I have put in
an insanely amount of practice on my put-
ting, so many hours, but I cannot make it
show in competition. It really annoys me.
(DT, T2)

He explained that he did not understand what he was doing
wrong during competition when he was putting so well in
training, and it was observed that he often analyzed the putt
by replicating his putting motion without the disc as he at-
tempted to try and identify why he missed. Later in the sea-
son, as he attempted to make sense of his experience, David
suggested that it was the mental aspect of competing com-
pared to training which was the difference:

And, yes, it is like a proof that putting is so
insanely much mentally. I have made those
putts, all of those putts thousands, maybe
millions of times, almost blindfolded. So,
it is like, not about that, it is the mindset,
thoughts, and confidence. (NC, T1)

The difference in mindset between training and competition
was amplified depending on the perceived importance of
the competition (his goal), as well as his and others’ expecta-
tions for his performance: “I take big competitions [DT, NC,
and NT] pretty seriously. [...] I must play as good as people
expect of me. If I don't, it is embarrassing” (Baseline). For
instance, not all tournaments were unpleasant for David.
During the last round of NC and EC, he had no expectation
of winning, felt no pressure, which, in turn, made his body
more relaxed:

Things just flowed, it was just really, really
fun. But it is due to the more relaxed shoul-
ders. [...] L only get relaxed shoulders if I know
I cannot win [...] when my body is relaxed, I
have a bit more control of how it performs the
movements. (NC, T3)

Overall, across the season, it seemed that David's experi-
ence was variable, with changing feelings influenced by his
thoughts, the context he was in, and his understanding of

what was happening. David's experience was one comprised
of pleasant feelings in situations where there was no pres-
sure and he felt in control, such as training, on the drive,
and in competitions with no expectations for success. In
contrast, he felt uncomfortable putting when he had the
possibility to win; hence, when he perceived pressure. Like
David, Susan's perception of the competition experience
shifted through the season.

3.1.2 | Difference and change in
competition experience

When considering her competitive experience, Susan
shared that before a competition she “always got nervous”
(Baseline), and at the DT there was no exception:

I was very nervous [laughing] to begin with
[...]. I know what I am good for, and it creates
a pressure on myself and my expectations,
and then I become extra nervous. So, the start
[of each round] was always equally painful,
almost. Maybe today [last round] was a bit
calmer from hole 1. (DT, T2)

However, her nerves faded during the round and across
the event, showcasing the dynamic emotions experiences
within competition. Her unease at the start of a round
was observed, displayed through an underperformance.
However, four holes in, she appeared to relax, moving to
a more pleasant feeling. The observer speculated that this
shift may have occurred because she got used to the situa-
tion, felt good about her game, and developed a comfortable
lead over the other competitors and this appeared to align
with the experience that she had.

As in the DT, Susan dominated in the national com-
petitions as well, but this was a new experience for her,
“That is quite new to me, to be able to do that [win with
a good margin]” (NT, T3). Despite winning comfortably,
it was apparent that her focus was on bettering her own
personal score and this allowed her to feel more in control.
Interestingly, however, Susan's experience shifted when
the focus on her own score became insufficient after she
gained experience of international competition during
EC. The consequence of her success at national competi-
tion was that she suddenly did not find them exciting or
challenging any more:

I do not know, the national tour suddenly be-
came a bit like, is it allowed to say not as ex-
citing, after coming back from an EC [...] now
I feel that to be able to push myself further, I
need more competition like I got in the EC,
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simple as that. That maybe it does not give me
as much as an athlete to play NT. Like, I know
I am supposed to play for myself, but I want to
push myself further. And then I maybe need
a bit enhanced competition, maybe. (NC, T3)

In describing this experience, Susan recognized that she
was not used to the lack of competition at the national level,
which resulted in her having to change her focus to main-
tain her motivation. However, maintaining motivation was
particularly challenging because, in the last tournament of
the season, she was not nervous, something that she would
typically feel and interpreted to be beneficial:

Like, when I am nervous, it is like a mixed
feeling inside. But it was nothing, it was more
neutral inside [...]. T think it is good to have a
few nerves, actually. I think I enter my state of
mind better with some nerves before the start
[...] Tused music to activate myself. (NT, T3)

To overcome a lack of nerves, it was observed that Susan was
slapping her cheeks and listening to music during the round.
Discussions with Susan highlighted that this was something
she felt she needed to do to help her reach an appropriate/
desired activation level and was a new experience.

Overall, during the season, Susan's experience change
as she transitioned from always being nervous in compe-
tition to feeling neutral. She learnt that she needed to feel
challenged by other elite disc golf players to become a bet-
ter player herself and help her to enter her optimal zone
of activation.

3.2 | The experience of performing
during a disc golf competition

The perception of the competitive experience seemed
to be influenced by the two athletes’ own performance
goals, expectations, and the level of importance of the
competition. Both Susan and David's experiences were
underpinned by feelings of anxiety or nerves while playing
but, where their experiences differed was with regards
to how they interpreted their thoughts and feelings.
David seemed to want to avoid this unpleasant feeling,
while Susan embraced it and attempted to use it to her
advantage. How the athletes appraised the feelings they
noticed before, during, and after competition affected the
experience of performing during and across competitions.
Important attributes that participants suggested helped
them to perform during a competition and thus positively
influence their experience, was dealing with adversity, the
ability to reset, and perceived self-confidence.

3.2.1 | Their competitive bubble

During the final round of the DT, David entered what
he termed a “good bubble” (DT, T2). In this bubble, he
performed well and collected several birdies giving
him a good start to the round. “If I thought something,
it would be this is going well, this is easy” (DT, T2). He
did not think about the consequences of possibly missing
his shots. It appeared that he had entered a flow state.
After a throw, he was asked where he was aiming, but
he could not remember. “I could barely remember that I
had thrown” (DT, T2). At the same time, while being in
the ‘good bubble’, the road back to reality was short and
the bubble was fragile. Later in the round he missed his
lines and went out of bounds (OB) twice, which brought a
penalty to his score, and the ‘bubble burst’:

I went long on the first drive, going barely
OB. I thought ‘fine, at least it was a good
drive, bummer it went OB, but I am still in
a good position’. [...] Then I hit a tree and I
went OB again. I tried to hit a long putt, but
I missed. [...] Then it just extinguished com-
pletely. [...] Then I started to think too much
[...] [He thought] ‘this is difficult’ (DT, T2)

He tried to remain positive, but after this incident, his focus
was disrupted which impacted on his performance and
competitive experience. He subsequently lost his good feel-
ing and was unable to re-enter his ‘good bubble’. Initially,
during observation, his frustration was not apparent when
his bubble burst, as he quickly had a good drive but when he
missed the next throw, his frustration emerged providing a
visual demonstration of the change in his experience.
Conversely, Susan talked about a “focus bubble” (post)
in which distractions disappeared, and the focus was
solely on the throw. During the last round in the EC, the
pressure was high, and she had a couple of holes in a row
where she made some mistakes that affected the score:

Then I struggled to keep my head calm and
just think one throw at a time. I actually did
not manage to do that. But after that hole, I
calmed down a bit, or you could say I calmed
down. At least then I managed to think one
throw at a time and not just on the things
gone bad until now. Then I became a bit more
loose again. (NC, T3)

After the mistakes, her experience changed as she felt tense,
but she was able to regulate the unpleasant feeling, reset,
and regain her focus on the next throw instead of focusing
on prior situations, making her body feel more relaxed.
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Susan did not get caught up in the past but looked for-
ward, appearing to appraise this situation as a challenge.
Observation in a different competition also showed her abil-
ity to deal with adversity; when she got an unlucky OB, she
smiled and performed a good putt regardless of the penalty
stroke providing a visual demonstration of the experience
she was having. She used visualization, active breathing,
and positive self-talk to remain focused: “Okay, I know this”.
“Sometimes I take an extra breath [illustrates deep breath]”.
“You visualize the throw [...] and pull the arm through to
test” (DT, T2). The flexibility of mindset and being able to
reset seemed to require her to believe in her abilities.

3.2.2 | The competitive mindset

Both Susan and David highlighted confidence as a
key factor for them to perform in competitions and
subsequently enhance their experience of competing.
Before the first tournament of the season, Susan explained
the role of confidence to be ready to compete:

That, summed up well what I call a competi-
tive state of mind. You have confidence in every
throw you perform, that you will make all of
your putts, and that you have the confidence it
takes [to perform well]. Because it is very much
in your head, the execution of a throw. (DT, T1)

For her, the competitive state of mind comprised having
confidence to execute every shot. With this confidence,
it seemed that she sensed that she could reset after facing
adversity and consequently appraised performance anxiety
as helpful for her performance. Due to her training, she be-
lieved she had the skills necessary to perform, but her men-
tality was particularly important. After a tournament, she
pointed out that she got her confidence from mastery. She
felt that her body did what it had been trained to do, and that
gave her confidence during the round:

It was really fun [to master during the round],
and then you feel more confident. When you
feel your body is doing what it has been train-
ing for the entire time. It does not start to
adjust to try and do something else. So, no, it
was fun, really fun. (DT, T2)

Being in control over her body, which she referred to in the
third person, gave her confidence. Through observation, it
appeared that her confidence in herself rose and influenced
her performance during DT. For example, after she per-
formed a good putt from long range, she got her caddy to
film the next putt to document it, and she made it again.

David also highlighted the importance of confidence,
not just for the particular performance, but also for his
experience during a round. In NC, he experienced a dif-
ference in feeling, but not in outcome, after playing two
objectively equal rounds. He reflected on this after the
tournament:

I did not have full, full belief in what I was
doing [in the first round], but in the [second]
round I almost thought I went more [under
par]. That is, I knew like ‘ah come on, I have
so much more to offer’ because I had the
belief. Then I am almost high on myself, in
a way. Then it is like ‘argh, why did I not go
more under [par]|’? But in the first round it
was like, ‘okay, I will take that [score]’. Like
I thought I played worse. That is, the mind is
saying ‘oh well, it was lucky’, that is the dif-
ference between those rounds really. (NC, T3)

The lack of confidence he felt during the first round could
have resulted from the bad run of competitive performances
he had experienced up to this point: “I can absolutely be bet-
ter than them [his opponents]. That is the thoughts I need
to find again” (NC, T1). Here, he indicated that he needed to
find his confident mindset. However, it also highlights how
the act of performing can be different subjectively, but ob-
jectively equal.

Additionally, in the second round, David had nothing
to play for because he had already lost. Thus, it seemed
that he had high confidence when feeling in control and
pleasant, but low confidence when feeling pressured and
unpleasant. Talking to him after the first round, he said
he felt the round went really well, but he was surprised to
hear how well it went. The observation recordings did not
show his lack of belief in himself that round, commenting
“one could see he played with confidence and played sol-
idly” (NC). How David experienced performing and felt
on the course, also affected how he valued himself, and
the attributed meaning of disc golf.

3.3 | The experience of evaluating a disc
golf competition

Disc golf is a central part in Susan's and David's lives and
identities. How they experienced their performance dur-
ing a disc golf competition appeared to affect their moti-
vation, self-image, and well-being and thus their broader
experiences of life. The existential meaning for Susan and
David was showcased through them identifying them-
selves with disc golf. They highlighted that the sport was
giving back to them.
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myself”

“It is a lifestyle I have chosen for

In the post NT interview, Susan explained that her body
had been at breaking point after playing tournaments three
weekends in a row, together with the daily obligations and
work, and her body had been pushed too far. Despite this,
she still prioritized playing in the tournament, showcasing
her ability to reset while meeting adversity and the value
of competing: “It gives me joy. It is something I choose
voluntary. What can I say? It is a lifestyle I have chosen
for myself” (NT, T3). During the season, Susan talked
about the social part of disc golf, highlighting the positive
atmosphere during the rounds she played, as well as
the social aspect of traveling to new places, playing new
courses, and meeting new people. She highlighted that
the community and meeting up with friends gave her
joy and excitement. “It gives me a lot [to compete]. It is
the package. Traveling a new place, preparing on a new
course. [..] Meeting new people [..] and meet familiar
people” (Post). Our observation also showed her being
comfortable, confident, and enjoying herself. It was a way
of life she had chosen, which she enjoyed, and which gave
her life meaning. Her experience of life and her identify
was shaped by disc golf, work is from 8am to 4pm, but
disc golf is around the clock. Also, she was enjoying the
excitement that the competition brings, almost making
competition her “adrenalin addiction” (post). The
competition excitement was present when the pressure
was high and was therefore less present after the EC.
David did not strive for this excitement.

3.3.2 | “Ilove playing disc golf, but not as
much this year”

Disc golf has been part of David's life from early age
and meeting his disc golf friends at a tournament was
important to him and his life experience, “It is not often
you see the frisbee people, and very many of them are
my best friends” (DT, T1). While observing him during
competition, you could see in his interactions with the
other players that he enjoyed being there and loved joking
around with his friends, and he had respect from the
other players. It seemed like disc golf was a part of David's
identity, making him more confident in himself:

On the disc golf course [..] T feel much
more confident in who I am on the disc golf
course than I do normally. [...] I am generally
pretty confident in what I do [at the disc golf
course], and it gives, like, a feeling of confi-
dence in general. (Baseline)

WILEY- 222

He indicated that he was not a very confident person, but his
skills on the course bring value and confidence to him as a
person. He followed-up later saying “it is absolutely the best
I can do” (Baseline). Having his identity in the sport also re-
sulted in him putting pressure on himself to perform, illus-
trated by him saying “Iwant to live up to my name” (Baseline)
and “I want to be associated with the best” (NC, T3).

David felt that the meaning of the experience pro-
vided an existential status to live up to, both for the people
watching and for himself. Through the season, this status
had gone from exceeding his expectations and being one
of the best disc golfers, to downgrading himself. In the last
interview of the season, he emphasized the pressure he
put on himself:

I will always be critical regarding my own
game, like, it is important for me to feel that I
am successful in what I do. (Post)

He emphasized further in the post interview that it was not
important for him to win, but it was important to feel that
he was playing well. This feeling had not been around this
season, not having felt in control of his putting resulted in
unpleasant feelings (see citation in the first theme from the
post interview). This had been difficult for David and had
reduced his enjoyment:

I love throwing frisbee, but I might not have
loved it as much this year. But it is kind of like,
I am not a very competitive person really [...]
I do not enjoy being uncomfortable. (Post)

When observing David, it was surprising to hear that he
did not identify as a competitive person, because we could
see his desire to perform based on his body language and
reactions on the course. After the interviews, it seems that
David's desire was not to win, but to bring value and existen-
tial meaning to his identity.

4 | DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to investigate how
elite disc golf athletes perceive and interpret their subjec-
tive experiences of performing during various training and
competitive events over the course of an elite disc golf sea-
son. In general, our findings provide an inside perspective
of elite athletes’ experiences of performing during training
and competition as well as providing empirical evidence
on how performance is experienced over time at the elite
level in a fine motor skilled sport. The findings also re-
vealed that both participants experienced ever-changing
perceptions and interpretations of their competitive
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experiences. More specifically, it appeared that David in-
terpreted the competition demands as a threat, influenc-
ing his confidence and ability to reset during a competitive
event. Additionally, the setbacks in the season negatively
influenced not only his confidence for the next competi-
tive event but his personal life as well. Conversely, it ap-
peared that Susan interpreted the competition demands
more as a personal challenge, which was witnessed by
her experience of keeping her head calm during multiple
competitive events. This seemed to help her game through
adversity and to reset during different competitive events,
which seemed to have a positive influence on her overall
disc golf performance and experience.

4.1 | Differentlevels of meaning

From an IPA perspective, the third level in the typology
of meaning is concerned with the meaning of major cir-
cumstances happening in a person's life. This is one of the
reasons why elite sport and IPA fits well together. For in-
stance, because elite sport requires athletes to invest a vast
amount of time and effort in training and competition, it is
reasonable to argue that the analysis of data collected dur-
ing a competitive event is mainly centered around experi-
ential (significance) meaning, “Then I struggled to keep
my head calm and just think one throw at a time. I actu-
ally did not manage to do that” (NC, T3). Indeed, during a
competitive event, elite athletes are likely to be concerned
with questions such as “what does it mean that I almost al-
ways have trouble sleeping the night before a competitive
event?” or “what does it mean that I most likely become
nervous during the final rounds of a competitive event?”
or “what does it mean to me that I keep calm in stressful
situations?”.!* For instance, in the present study, we no-
ticed that the subjective experience of the participants was
related to the typology of meaning in a meaningful man-
ner. While Susan managed to switch from both adaptive
and maladaptive situations and focus quickly on the next
competitive event, David seemed to need more time to re-
gain his focus and motivation to compete and, thus, let the
various competitive events affect him in a more negative
manner. Susan was also able to convert the competitive
events into adaptive experience in a shorter timeframe
and used these experiences in the next competitive event.
David, on the other hand, seemed to bring the maladaptive
experience from his last competitive event into the next
one, making him stressed and demotivated for the upcom-
ing event. Moreover, we witnessed that Susan got excited
with the competition demands, while David felt threated.
This finding supports the theory of optimal stress level to
perform and reveals the difference with competitive stress
appearing to facilitate performance for Susan and hinders

it for David.>® Both before, during, and after a competitive
event, Susan was focused on how to prepare to perform,
while David was preparing to avoid failure. Therefore, it
seems reasonable to suggest that the level of meaning is
related to the personal experience of performing in elite
disc golf competitions.

The added value of the LIPA approach, however, is
that researchers are able to connect the experiential sig-
nificance of major things happening in elite athletes’ lives
over time."” Thus, in the present study, we witnessed that
both athletes were reporting personal experiences at the
highest level in the typology.* David was concerned with
questions such as “well, what do these performances
mean for my identity as an elite disc golf athlete?” while
Susan, on the other hand, was concerned with questions
such as “does my elite disc golf life have a new meaning
now after the successes this season?”. In these cases, we
witnessed the athletes' attempts to make sense of the
meaning of performing in elite disc golf competitions over
time: witnessing, as in Susan's extract, her experience of
dealing with adversity, dominating the national competi-
tions, and making elite disc golf to a lifestyle for herself;
witnessing, as in David's extract, his experience of trying
to live up to his name in disc golf, and his heavy worries
about dealing with pressure and performing in line with
other people's expectations. What comes out of this lon-
gitudinal witnessing is the recognition of the complexity
of performing in elite sport over time. Thus, although two
elite sport performances are objectively similar, they are
most likely experienced in two unique ways.

4.2 | Limitations and future directions

In a LIPA study, the researcher is the instrument in the
data collection and analysis."”” In hindsight, we would
have liked to be more systematic with our reflection
and suggest future researchers engage in writing a re-
flexive journal during the different stages of analysis.’!
Furthermore, the value of highly representative smaller
samples in elite sport may not be appreciated in aca-
demia due to the low number of participants. However,
to be rigorous and true to the research question, we had
three measurement points at each of the three competi-
tive events together with observation to be in-depth and
understand the ideographic experience of performing in
training and competition as they unfold over time.”* We
recommend future studies to remain focused on gaining a
within-participant, longitudinal, and embedded perspec-
tive of the athletes, especially at the elite level where there
is high pressure to perform and use our design to investi-
gate other athletes—disc golf and otherwise—with differ-
ent cultural backgrounds.
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The findings showed a difference between the partic-
ipants in the perception and interpretation of their com-
petitive experience, and it is difficult not to acknowledge
that some of the difference might be due to potential gen-
der differences. While the purpose of the study was not
to compare gender differences, future studies are encour-
aged to examine whether there are any gender differences
when it comes to experiencing competition demands in
other types of elite sport and to investigate the need of in-
dividualized and perhaps gender-based support.

5 | CONCLUSION

The present study has elaborated on the complexities of
two athletes’ subjective experiences of performing during
an elite disc golf competitive season. Through collecting
data in the days before, immediately prior to, and in the
time after several competitive events, our findings re-
vealed that numerous factors, including past competitive
events, appraisals of competition demand, and perfor-
mance satisfaction, influenced the athletes’ personal expe-
rience of performing during a disc golf competitive event.
The findings revealed an inter- as well as intra-variation
in appraisal and interpretation of athletes' experiences of
competition demands, which shifted in and across a com-
petition, as well as over the competitive season. This indi-
vidual variation, in combination with the different levels
of meaning a sport can have for elite athletes both on and
off the course, shows the importance of honoring the ath-
letes' unique experiences of a competitive event, thereby
facilitating the experience of performing in elite sports.

5.1 | Perspectives

To perform in sport is of great importance among elite
athletes and is associated with a high level of status in
the mass media and the general population.' To our best
knowledge, there are relatively few publications which
have tried to understand what is going on in the mind of
elite athletes in the days before a competitive event, imme-
diately prior to, and during, performance, and in the time
after a competitive event. Hence, the findings in this study
highlight the importance of elite athletes' experiences of
competitive events, which facilitate a lot of cognitive and
emotional activity, where the level of meaning may be a
disclosing factor of performance. Furthermore, knowing
that individual sports (i.e., tennis, golf, disc golf) have a
substantial mental component, it is crucial to be aware
that various performances can be objectively equal, but be
experienced subjectively different.>'* Thus, the findings

in this study might contribute to increased interest among
sport science researchers to gain a better understanding of
the subjective experience of elite athletes during training
and competition. Future research should therefore inves-
tigate whether there are longitudinal associations between
elite athletes’ competitive experience, their level of mean-
ing, and their performance. By doing so, researchers might
enhance knowledge regarding how to cultivate an individ-
ualized approach to mental training in elite sport.
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