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Abstract 

Performance slumps are a common yet complex phenomenon in team sports, marked by sustained periods of 

underperformance that can disrupt individual confidence and collective cohesion. This paper explores the psychological, 

physiological, and social contributors to such slumps, drawing on theories of attribution, learned helplessness, and group 

cohesion. Key factors including anxiety, overtraining, poor nutrition, and interpersonal breakdowns are examined in 

detail. The review further evaluates a range of recovery strategies, including psychological skills training, resilience 

interventions, leadership behavior, and the influence of psychological momentum. A novel contribution is the introduction 

of a Cognitive-Strategic Reframing (CSR) model, which helps athletes analytically detach from outcomes and focus on 

long-term, high-probability strategies, borrowing concepts from decision sciences such as expected value (EV) modeling. 

This approach reframes both wins and losses as part of a broader, rational performance system, promoting emotional 

stability and process consistency. By integrating theoretical insights with applied frameworks, the paper offers a 

comprehensive model for understanding and reversing performance slumps in team environments. 

Keywords: managing performance slumps, team sports, Cognitive-Strategies Reframing model. 

 

1. Introduction 

In competitive sport, maintaining high performance levels is both a critical expectation and a complex challenge. 

However, even elite athletes and well-structured teams are vulnerable to extended periods of underperformance, a 

phenomenon commonly described as a performance slump. These slumps are typically marked by an uncharacteristic and 

prolonged decline in performance relative to established benchmarks, and they can be particularly destabilizing for team 

dynamics and morale (Taylor, 1988; Stead et al., 2022). 

Although widely acknowledged by practitioners, performance slumps have received limited empirical attention and 
remain poorly defined in academic literature. Definitions vary from a simple drop in measurable performance to more 

complex interpretations involving psychological stress, perceived loss, and breakdowns in cognitive control (Grove & 

Stoll, 1999; Stead et al., 2022). The psychological consequences of slumps, including stress, frustration, and learned 

helplessness can exacerbate the issue, creating a downward spiral that affects both individual athletes and collective team 

outcomes (Grove & Stoll, 1999; Gupta & McCarthy, 2022). 

The contributing factors to slumps are multifaceted. According to Grove and Stoll (1999), athletes often attribute 

slumps to internal and stable causes, which can intensify feelings of helplessness and reduce perceived control. 

Furthermore, disruptions in team cohesion, role clarity, and leadership may compound performance issues, especially in 

team sports where interdependence is high (Stead et al., 2022). Understanding the interplay between these psychological 

and social dynamics is essential for sport psychologists, coaches, and team managers aiming to intervene effectively.  

In recent years, researchers have begun exploring evidence-based strategies to alleviate slumps, including 

psychological skills training (PST), mindfulness, and resilience-based interventions (Reinebo et al., 2023). Yet, the 
effectiveness of these approaches often varies depending on how well they align with the underlying causes of the slump 

and whether those are based on a motivational, cognitive, or interpersonal nature. 

This paper aims to explore the theoretical explanations for team slumps and the strategies used to reverse them, 

drawing on psychological, organizational, and performance science literature. By analyzing current theories and 

intervention models, the paper seeks to provide an integrated framework for understanding and managing slumps in team 

sport settings. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

To understand the onset and persistence of performance slumps in team sports, it is crucial to consider psychological 

and group-dynamic theories that explain athlete behavior in response to stress, failure, and internal team processes. Three 

prominent theoretical perspectives form the basis for this analysis: Attribution Theory, Learned Helplessness, and 
Carron’s Model of Group Cohesion. 
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2. 1 - Attribution Theory 

Attribution Theory, first proposed by Heider in 1958 and later expanded by Weiner in 1972, suggests that individuals 

explain their successes and failures based on perceived causes that vary along three dimensions: locus (internal vs. 

external), stability (stable vs. unstable), and controllability. In the context of sport, athletes experiencing a slump may 

attribute poor performance to internal, stable, and uncontrollable causes (e.g., “I’m not good enough.” “I’m not good 

anymore.” etc.), which undermines self-efficacy and reduces motivation (Weiner, 1985). 
Such attributions can be especially damaging in team contexts, where misaligned explanations for failure (e.g., 

blaming the team or coach as opposed to accepting personal responsibility for errors) may create friction, disrupt cohesion, 

and prolong underperformance. Understanding the cognitive mechanisms behind these attributions helps explain why 

some teams spiral during slumps while others recover quickly (Fig. 1). 

 

 Figure 1. Attribution theory  

2. 2 - Learned Helplessness 

Seligman’s (1975) theory of learned helplessness describes how individuals develop a sense of powerlessness when 

repeated efforts to control outcomes prove ineffective. Over time, this perceived lack of control leads to motivational, 

emotional, and cognitive impairments. In athletic environments, repeated defeats or negative feedback especially without 

clear, actionable feedback can produce similar symptoms: disengagement, passivity, and lowered confidence (Gobet, 
1992). 

Experimental evidence from Gobet’s (1992) study on chess players found that exposure to unsolvable tasks led to 

increased anxiety and decreased performance, especially in players of intermediate skill levels. This aligns with Wortman 

and Brehm’s (1975) extension of the model, which proposed that moderate levels of uncontrollability might initially 

provoke reactance, but persistent uncontrollability eventually produces helplessness. These findings have clear 

implications for athletes and teams dealing with ongoing performance slumps. 

2. 3 - Carron’s Model of Group Cohesion 

Carron et al. (1985) developed a multidimensional model of team cohesion that distinguishes between task cohesion 

(commitment to team objectives) and social cohesion (interpersonal relationships between members). Both dimensions 

are essential for effective performance in team sports. Performance slumps can strain both forms: low task cohesion may 

emerge from unclear roles and diminished shared goals, while reduced social cohesion may result from frustration, blame, 

or fractured communication (Carron et al. 1985). 
Cohesion plays a critical buffering role during periods of poor performance. Teams with high cohesion are more likely 

to exhibit collective efficacy, resilient communication patterns, and mutual accountability factors known to mitigate the 

psychological toll of underperformance (Carron et al., 1985). Thus, understanding team cohesion is vital when examining 

the trajectory of slumps and planning strategies for recovery (Fig. 2). 
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Figure 2. Group Cohesion Diagram 

 

3. Contributing factors 

Performance slumps in team sports are rarely caused by a single factor. Rather, they emerge from a complex interplay 

of psychological, physiological, nutritional, and social influences. This section categorizes key contributing factors based 

on evidence from sport psychology, physiology, and team dynamics. 

3. 1 - Psychological Factors: Anxiety and Choking Under Pressure 
One of the most prominent psychological contributors to slumps is competitive anxiety, which can trigger choking under 

pressure: a phenomenon in which athletes underperform in high-stakes moments despite adequate preparation. According 

to Wergin et al. (2022), it arises through mechanisms such as attentional disruption (distraction and over-focusing) and 

self-presentation concerns. These disruptions impair motor execution and decision-making, especially in athletes with 

high public self-consciousness or fear of judgment from coaches and spectators. 

Team-level slumps may manifest as collective team collapse, where the anxiety of individual players compounds into a 

shared emotional downturn, amplifying the drop-in performance across the group. This shared psychological state can be 

particularly damaging in high-profile competitions. 

3. 2 - Physiological Factors: Overtraining and Fatigue 

Overtraining Syndrome (OTS) represents a chronic physiological state caused by excessive training loads with 

inadequate recovery times. Armstrong et al. (2022) highlight that OTS manifests through sustained performance decline, 

hormonal imbalances, and psychological symptoms such as mood disturbance, irritability, and loss of motivation. 
In team settings, when multiple athletes are subjected to similar training regimens without individual recovery tailoring, 

this can lead to widespread fatigue and poor collective output. 

Importantly, OTS is difficult to diagnose, as it lacks consistent biomarkers. Its complexity suggests a systemic response 

involving the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, immune dysregulation, and metabolic dysfunction. Thus, 

overtraining should be recognized not only as a physical overload issue but as a multidimensional risk to sustained 

performance. 

3. 3 - Nutritional Deficits and Recovery Gaps 

Nutritional inadequacies, especially poor carbohydrate availability, can be a hidden but potent contributor to slumps. 

Rowing studies by Kim and Kim (2020) show that athletes on insufficient carbohydrate intake display early onset of 

fatigue, reduced power output, and impaired recovery all of which contribute to underperformance over time. Athletes 

who skip meals or fail to meet the energy demands of their training cycles are particularly vulnerable. 
Moreover, lightweight athletes who practice restrictive eating for weight control may develop Unexplained 

Underperformance Syndrome (UUPS), which mimics signs of overtraining. The need for personalized nutrition strategies 

is especially critical in team sports where athletes have varying metabolic needs, training responses, and roles on the team. 

3. 4 - Social and Structural Factors 

The social structure of teams can also play a significant role in performance slumps. According to Wergin et al. (2022), 

team collapse is sometimes triggered by a loss of cohesion or trust, particularly following unexpected negative events 
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such as an early goal against or a key player’s error. Groupthink, blame-shifting, or rigid hierarchies can prevent adaptive 

responses to setbacks. 

In such environments, interpersonal dynamics may inhibit honest communication, adaptive role changes, or mental 

health disclosures thus reinforcing the slump. A psychologically safe team environment, on the other hand, can act as a 

buffer by fostering resilience and allowing athletes to reframe setbacks constructively. 

 
4. Strategies for Reversing Performance Slumps in Team Sports 

Reversing performance slumps in athletes, particularly in team sports, requires multifaceted intervention strategies 

that target both individual psychological resilience and collective team dynamics. A growing body of research highlights 

several psychological and social strategies effective in restoring form and momentum. Interventions aimed at reversing 

performance decline are key in preventing a negative feedback loop that could lead to further declines (Fig. 3) 

 
Figure 3. Typical negative feedback loop that could lead to further decline in performance if left unadressed 

 

One key area of intervention is psychological skills training (PST). Techniques such as goal setting, instructional self-

talk, and motivational feedback have been shown to significantly boost self-efficacy, which in turn enhances athletic 

performance. Wright, O’Halloran, and Stukas (2015) found that instructional self-statements and motivational auditory 

feedback not only increased athletes' self-efficacy but also improved performance across various tasks. These tools help 

athletes reframe negative internal narratives and focus on performance-relevant cues, reducing the cognitive load 

associated with performance anxiety. 

Similarly, structured psychological interventions that include a pre-test, intervention, and post-test have shown strong 

efficacy in improving athletes’ psychological flexibility and managing stress. Reyes-Bossio et al. (2022) conducted a 
systematic review and concluded that such interventions positively impacted psychological variables, which are often at 

the core of slumps. These programs help recalibrate athletes' perceptions of control and performance-related stressors, 

enhancing both mental health and competitive outcomes. 

The role of team cohesion as a buffer against and remedy for performance slumps is also vital. Team environments 

characterized by strong interpersonal bonds and shared commitment can uplift disengaged or underperforming players. 

Wang, Xu, and Liu (2024) found that team cohesion had a direct positive impact on athlete engagement in collegiate 

basketball players, a factor often diminished during performance downturns. Moreover, they noted that moral leadership 

among coaches strengthened this relationship, implying that ethical and supportive leadership styles favoring honest and 

open communication can significantly aid recovery from team-wide performance dips. 

Another critical construct is psychological momentum (PM) a perceptual phenomenon wherein athletes experience a 

cascading effect of confidence and competence following small successes. According to Iso-Ahola and Dotson (2016), 
fostering PM involves creating conditions where initial success can build into sustained performance improvements. 

Coaches and support staff can influence this by celebrating small victories, minimizing disruptions, and structuring 

training environments that promote early positive experiences. 

Adding to this suite of strategies is the Cognitive-Strategic Reframing method an original proposed approach that 

offers a structured, rational framework for navigating slumps. Rooted in performance analysis and probabilistic thinking, 

this method is grounded in two key principles: analytical detachment from short-term outcomes and alignment with high-

probability, long-term strategies. 
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The first principle, loss dissection, encourages athletes to analyze defeats with precision in order to identify tactical 

missteps, technical flaws, or communication gaps. This helps redirect emotional reactions toward constructive insight, 

similar to cognitive-behavioral practices that reduce rumination and support mental clarity. 

The second principle centers on expected value (EV) thinking. Athletes are encouraged to assess whether their 

decisions were strategically sound over the long run, rather than focus solely on immediate outcomes. This mirrors 

professional poker logic or AI decision modelling, where individual outcomes are considered within a larger, probabilistic 
context. It promotes emotional stability and reinforces trust in well-designed processes (e.g. pressing high in football 

against a possession-based team would result in the highest percentage chance of winning over multiple games). 

Importantly, wins are also reframed not as ultimate validations, but as indications that effective strategies are being 

applied. While this may slightly dampen the emotional highs associated with victory, it enhances resilience by maintaining 

a consistent mindset regardless of outcome volatility. Confidence becomes rooted in process fidelity rather than short-

term success. Focusing on long-term focus while detaching from short-term possibly one-off negative events coupled 

with other intervention models could theoretically prevent athletes from entering a negative feedback loop. Fig. 4 shows 

an example diagram of CSR implementation. 

 

 
Figure 4. A diagram of CSR implementation 

 

Together, these methods promote a psychologically neutral, strategically grounded orientation to performance. When 

implemented consistently, cognitive-strategic reframing can reduce slump severity, stabilize confidence, and support both 

recovery and growth. It is hypothesized that the process of deconstructing losses can reduce the chances of athletes 

internalizing thoughts such as “I’m not good enough.” and instead shift their thinking to something similar to “This 

strategy doesn’t work well against this opponent’s playstyle.” or “The strategy makes sense, but we didn’t have the best 

coordination this game.” etc. 

Possible downsides include the fact that this type of strategy involves the athlete or the coach (in team sports) 
analyzing large samples of the next opponent’s games in order to determine what’s the strategy with the highest success 

chance to adopt against them. It’s very applicable against other well-known established teams or players, but may not be 

very effective against new opponents where available information is limited. In such situations it would be more efficient 

to not take excessive risks and stick to solid basic principles and then adapt based on the coach’s instructions during half 

time breaks or timeouts in team sports. That being said once enough information is available one could identify different 

playstyles and develop a strategy that has the highest chance of winning the most matches against each one. 

Collectively, these strategies highlight the importance of addressing slumps not just through skill development but by 

nurturing the psychological and social dimensions of athletes. A successful intervention may therefore require a combined 

approach leveraging individual psychological tools, enhancing team unity, and promoting leadership styles that foster 

intrinsic motivation and self-belief. 
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5. Discussions 

The findings of this paper underscore the complexity of performance slumps in team sports, which are not simply 

transient dips in form but multifactorial phenomena shaped by psychological, physiological, and social dynamics. The 

theoretical foundations laid out, particularly Attribution Theory, Learned Helplessness, and Carron’s Model of Group 

Cohesion help explain why certain teams are more vulnerable to slumps and why others recover more effectively.  

As outlined in the literature, negative attribution styles (e.g., blaming oneself for failure in stable, uncontrollable ways) 
often create a cognitive environment conducive to performance deterioration (Weiner, 1985). When paired with 

psychological distress and collective loss of confidence, such patterns can evolve into chronic slumps. Seligman's (1975) 

Learned Helplessness theory provides a complementary explanation, particularly in team settings where repeated failure 

can erode agency, initiative, and collective efficacy.  

Empirical evidence supports these theoretical models. For instance, anxiety and overtraining both common in high-

performance contexts can act as physiological and psychological catalysts for underperformance (Armstrong et al., 2022; 

Wergin et al., 2022). Moreover, poor nutritional support and mismatched recovery plans may not just exacerbate slumps 

but sustain them. These findings reinforce the need for interdisciplinary management approaches, wherein sport 

psychologists, coaches, nutritionists, and leadership staff collaborate to monitor athlete well-being holistically. 

Equally significant are the strategies for reversal. Psychological interventions such as self-talk, goal setting, and 

mental imagery have demonstrated clear benefits in improving both self-efficacy and performance (Wright et al., 2015; 

Reyes-Bossio et al., 2022). These methods are not only accessible but scalable, making them suitable for both elite and 
grassroots sports environments. Additionally, newer constructs such as psychological momentum and resilience offer 

promising avenues for creating upward performance spirals, especially when success can be engineered through micro-

goals and early positive feedback (Iso-Ahola & Dotson, 2016; McKay et al., 2023). 

Team cohesion emerged as a particularly salient buffer against slumps. Research shows that cohesive teams with 

strong task and social bonds are better able to weather periods of poor form without cascading into dysfunction (Carron 

et al., 1985; Wang et al., 2024). This highlights the importance of leadership styles that emphasize moral guidance, open 

communication, and mutual accountability, qualities which are found to strengthen the engagement of athletes during 

adversity. 

Despite the growing research, certain limitations still remain. Much of the existing literature is focused on individual 

sports or individual psychological interventions. There is a relative lack of longitudinal and team-based research exploring 

how group-level interventions (e.g., team-building, leadership development) affect slump duration or recovery quality. 
Additionally, while theories like Learned Helplessness are well-established, their empirical validation in dynamic team 

sport contexts remains limited. 

Future research should explore integrative models that combine mental skills training with physiological monitoring 

and team culture assessments. Sport organizations might also benefit from embedding resilience and psychological 

momentum frameworks into long-term athlete development models, particularly for younger athletes who may be more 

vulnerable to form volatility. 

Notably, this paper introduces an original framework Cognitive-Strategic Reframing (CSR) which combines outcome 

detachment with long-term strategy alignment to manage psychological volatility during slumps. While inspired by EV-

based thinking in decision science, CSR offers a unique application to sport psychology, especially in team contexts. 

Future empirical research could validate its impact on emotional regulation, confidence stability, and performance 

recovery. Drawbacks obviously include the necessity of increased preparation time and would work best with athletes 

that prefer are more open to adapting their playstyle if they believe it would give them an advantage. It would also be 
easier to accomplish this in individual sports compared to team sports. 

In sum, this paper affirms that while slumps are an inevitable part of sport, they are neither random nor insurmountable. 

Understanding their causes through psychological and organizational theory allows for more targeted, sustainable, and 

athlete-centered interventions. 

 

6. Conclusions 

Performance slumps in team sports represent more than just temporary lapses in form; they are complex, multifaceted 

phenomena shaped by individual cognition, team dynamics, physical readiness, and leadership environments. This paper 

has shown that understanding the underlying psychological mechanisms—particularly through Attribution Theory, 

Learned Helplessness, and models of team cohesion—provides crucial insight into why slumps occur and why they 

persist. 
The contributing factors are diverse, including anxiety under pressure, overtraining, nutritional deficits, and 

breakdowns in team trust and communication. However, these challenges are not insurmountable. Evidence-based 

strategies such as psychological skills training, resilience development, team cohesion-building, and individualized 

recovery protocols offer practical, proven tools for reversing slumps and restoring performance. 

Perhaps the most important takeaway is that slumps should not be viewed solely as athlete failings, but as 

organizational challenges that require systemic responses. Coaches, sport psychologists, and team leaders play an 

essential role in shaping the mental, emotional, and physical conditions that either exacerbate or resolve performance 
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downturns. Addressing these periods proactively, with empathy and science-backed methods, can not only accelerate 

recovery but also strengthen the long-term development of both individuals and teams. 

Among the strategies outlined, Cognitive-Strategic Reframing (CSR) stands out as an original contribution that 

encourages athletes to reinterpret both wins and losses through the lens of long-term process adherence. By fostering 

emotional neutrality and rational evaluation, CSR may serve as a promising tool for sustainable slump recovery in team 

environments. 
Future work should continue to refine integrated models of slump intervention that span both individual mental skills 

and team-wide strategies. By treating slumps as an opportunity for growth, rather than merely as a threat to performance, 

teams can emerge more unified, resilient, and prepared for the inevitable challenges of high-level competition. 
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