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AUDIENCE EFFECTS 
Specification: Background – How an audience can facilitate or inhibit sports performance; 
home advantage. Key research: Zajonc et al. (1969), Social enhancement and impairment 
of performance in the cockroach. Application – At least one strategy for training for and 
playing spectator sports.  
 
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
 Describe: 

o a) The effects of an audience on sports performance; 
o b) The advantage of athletes playing sports on home ground.  

 Outline the research by Zajonc et al. (1969) Social enhancement and impairment of performance in 
the cockroach. 

 Discuss methodological issues and debates in relation to the topic of audience effects. 
 Apply knowledge of audience effects to suggest strategies for training for and playing spectator 

sports.  
 

The Effects of An Audience on Sports Performance  
At some point in their career, athletes at all levels can be expected to play their chosen sport in front of a 
group of spectators or a large audience. Sports psychologists are interested in finding out how and why 
performing in front of an audience can have an effect, either enhancing or inhibiting performance. 
Audience effects occur in response to being watched and are an example of social facilitation. This is 
where behaviour is influenced by the presence of other people, particularly when an individual performs a 
task that is easy or in which they are highly skilled. 
 
One theory to describe the process of the audience and social facilitation is known as drive theory, 
developed by Zajonc (1965). The theory states that the presence of others affects performance by raising 
arousal levels. Heightened arousal leads to improved performance when the task is easy and familiar to 
the individual. However, if the task is difficult or the individual is a non-expert, high arousal can worsen 
performance. Therefore, having an audience in a sporting context can improve performance for someone 
who is highly skilled in their sport and where the task is not too difficult, but if the task is too difficult for 
the athlete and/or they are a novice, their performance will worsen when being observed. However, the 
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theory fails to consider how the audience’s behaviour might influence performance because they may be 
loud, highly vocal and try to interact with the athletes.  
 
Support for drive theory was demonstrated by Michaels et al. (1982) who designed a study to test 
audience effects on a group of students playing pool in a bar. The researchers walked up to the pool 
tables and observed the students whilst playing. They found that those who had below-average ability 
performed worse in the presence of an audience compared with those who had above-average ability and 
performed better.  
 

The Advantage of Athletes Playing Sports on Home Ground 
A further example of audience effects is the positive behaviour displayed by athletes and teams when 
they play their chosen sport on a “home ground” rather than “away”. In many instances, teams perform 
better when playing at home. This is known as the home advantage effect and can be explained by drive 
theory. The home team have the easier task because they are familiar with the playing ground, do not 
have to travel far and have positive support from the audience. Therefore, the home team would often 
perform better, and the away team would often perform worse. However, the home disadvantage effect 
can also occur, because the expectations of the fans are that their team will win, and this could cause a 
high level of arousal for the team, which may have a negative effect on their performance.  
 
Nevill and Holder (1999) analysed the home win percentages from thousands of American sports matches 
across five different sports. Basketball was the sport which showed the greatest effect of home 
advantage. From over 14,000 matches the home teams won 64.4% of matches; soccer was close behind 
with a home win percentage of 63.9% (from 40,493 games). The sport with the least significant home 
advantage was baseball, but with 54.3% of home teams winning, playing at home was still found to be an 
advantage. Research conducted by Schwartz and Barsky (1977) found that the home advantage in 
baseball was dependent on the size of the crowd. When home stadiums were less than 20% capacity, 
playing at home was a disadvantage, with a win percentage of only 48%. This increased to 55% when the 
stadiums were at between 20% and 40% capacity; this improved further to 57% when the grounds were 
greater than 40% capacity. These findings demonstrate that simply playing at home is not an advantage. 
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Key Study: Zajonc, Heingartner & Herman (1969)  
Aim: The aim of this study was to provide evidence for the drive theory of social facilitation using 
cockroaches in various social conditions. 
 
Method: In experiment one, the sample consisted of 72 female adult cockroaches. For one week before 
the experiment they were kept individually in jars in the dark, at a relatively constant temperature of 24 
degrees celcisu, and they were fed a standard diet of apples. Cockroaches were chosen for the experiment 
because they are afraid of light. When the light was turned on, a sliding door in the start box opened and 
the time it took them to get to the goal box was recorded. 
 
This was a lab experiment using an independent measures design. The independent variables (IVs) were: 
(i) Whether the cockroaches performed alone or in pairs (32 of the cockroaches). 
(ii) Whether the cockroaches performed alone or in pairs with an audience (40 of the cockroaches). 
(iii) Whether the cockroach/cockroaches had to navigate a maze or a straight runway. 
 
The dependent variable (DV) was the time taken for each cockroach to start running and how long it took 
to complete their run.  
 
The authors designed two different kinds of transparent cockroach runs which had a goal box at each end 
with a dark interior designed to attract the cockroaches. The 72 female cockroaches were placed in either 
the transparent runway with a straight passage or the runway with a maze. A bright light was shone at the 
start of the runway, this was because cockroaches dislike bright light and so would be motivated to run 
towards the dark goal box.  
 
In some conditions, two cockroaches were placed together at the start of the runway or maze, this was to 
test ‘drive theory’. The authors predicted that performance would be increased in the straight runway in 
this condition (easy task) but be impeded in the maze task (complex task). 
 
In experiment two, 180 female cockroaches were in the mason jars for 4 days before the study, the IVs 
were: 
(i) Whether the cockroaches had to traverse a maze (complex task) or a straight runway (simple task). 
(ii) Whether the cockroaches had to traverse a maze/runway with mirrors alongside the vertical walls 

(60 cockroaches). 
(iii) Whether they had to traverse a maze/runway stimulated by the smell of other cockroaches (60 

cockroaches). 
(iv) Whether the cockroaches had to traverse a maze/runway alone, in socially neutral conditions (60 

cockroaches). 
 
The DV was again the time taken to reach the goal box. 
 
Results:  
 For the runway task, it was found that cockroaches started their run and completed it more quickly 

when in the presence of another cockroach or an audience.  
 
 For the maze task, the cockroaches took longer to run the maze when in the presence of another 

cockroach than when alone. However, they ran the maze faster when in the presence of an audience 
compared to when alone.  

 
Conclusion: The results were consistent with drive theory. When the task was simple (straight runway) 
the cockroaches performed better in the presence of others. When the task was more complex (maze 
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runway) the cockroaches performed better alone than when paired with a cockroach. But one finding was 
inconsistent with drive theory, and that was the fact that the cockroaches performed well when faced 
with an audience in the maze task.   
 
The presence of an audience of the same species is a sufficient condition for the enhancement of 
dominant responses – performance in a one-alternative task is improved and the performance in a multi-
alternative task is impaired. The presence of those of the same species provides general arousal that 
enhances the emission of dominant responses.  
 
For drive effects to take place the audience must be present; partial presence, such as smell traces, is not 
enough to produce effects consistent with the drive theory and, in fact, may be distracting. The presence 
of others can enhance performance in well learned or instinctive behaviours. 
 

Issues and Debates 
 A strength of Zajonc et al.’s research is that it is high in reliability. The research used a standardised 

procedure and measured data via time, which is a standardised measurement. All the cockroaches 
had a standardised experience before the task began by being kept in darkness for the same length of 
time. During the experiment, they all ran the same straight or maze cockroach runway 10 times and 
only took part in one of the conditions.  
 

 Due to the high reliability, the validity of the research findings can, to an extent, be considered high. 
The experimental situation was highly controlled and so the results in relation to the cockroaches’ 
performance were unlikely to be affected by situational variables, such as prior experiences before the 
task or the food the cockroaches were given, as this was all standardised. The design was also 
independent measures, which means that the cockroaches’ performance would not have been 
affected by fatigue caused by taking part in more than one condition. Using time as a measurement 
also increases the validity because this is an objective measure of behaviour and can be accurately 
measured if the researchers used a stopwatch in the same way. By comparison, the study by Michaels 
et al. where pool players were observed had higher ecological validity than Zajonc’s study, but there 
were significantly fewer controls and more extraneous variables that reduce the internal validity of the 
study. 
 

 Nonetheless, a weakness of the research is that the sample is severely limited. The researchers used 
72 adult female cockroaches as their participants. Therefore, it would be very difficult to generalise 
the results from this study to humans. Cockroaches clearly do not act or think in the same way as 
humans, nor do they participate in sport. Furthermore, the researchers could not really be sure of the 
audience effect on the cockroaches because they could not ask them directly. Therefore, using this 
study to try to explain the effects of audiences and social facilitation on sports performance in humans 
would be very difficult.  

 
 A final weakness of the research by Zajonc et al. is that it is reductionist. The researchers highlight that 

the performance of the cockroaches was influenced by either an audience or co-performing 
cockroaches and use this as evidence to support drive theory. In relation to real athletes, this suggests 
that their performance would also be increased or decreased by these factors, depending on the type 
of task being completed. However, what the researchers have failed to acknowledge is the potential 
effect on performance due to individual differences. Personality, self-esteem, anxiety, past and 
present success or failure could all influence the performance of a real athlete, regardless of whether 
they took part in spectator sports. Although the research by Nevill and Holder found that playing at 
home increases the chance of sports teams winning their matches, the view that victory is due to 
playing at home is rather reductionist. This is shown by Schwartz and Barsky who found that the 
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amount of support given, and audience size are also important factors and offer a more holistic view 
in relation to home advantage. Zajonc’s drive theory and associated research can be discussed in 
relation to the individual/situational explanations debate. Zajonc argues that the situational factor of 
an audience can either facilitate or inhibit performance depending on individual factors. When a 
simple or well-practised task is carried out, the situation where an audience is present will increase 
the performance. When the task is more complex or less practised, the audience will inhibit 
performance. Therefore, individual ability, the nature of the task and an audience all play a part. 
 

Exam Hint: This is a complex study, made even more complicated by the fact that cockroaches were 
used as participants rather than real athletes! Luckily the design was experimental and so at least issues 
such as validity, reliably, psychology as a science and the sample can be used as effective evaluation 
points. The usefulness of the research can also be questioned because cockroaches were used as 
participants. Ensure you understand the above evaluation points for this study, as part b questions may 
well focus on the methodology of the research. Also remember to apply the study to sports performance 
when required to do so, as 10-mark questions could be capped at 5 marks if this is not done. 
 

Critical Thinking  
Ignoring the audience in spectator sports: Some athletes in recent Olympic games have chosen to ignore 
the audience in spectator sports and wear headphones, particularly those taking part in swimming. A 
spokesperson for team GB defended the athletes’ decisions to prepare themselves to perform. From your 
knowledge of audience effects, what do you think the benefits and disadvantages would be of athletes 
ignoring the audience? 
 

Application: Strategies for Training for and Playing Spectator Sports 
The exam may require you to demonstrate knowledge of two strategies for improving sporting 
performance and is, therefore, examining your skills of application.  
 
Increasing resilience: Since drive theory suggests that an athlete’s performance can be influenced in 
response to arousal levels from an audience, to help athletes prepare for spectator sports it would be 
useful for them to employ strategies that help them to manage arousal and control anxiety to maximise 
their performance. Therefore, one strategy that could be employed to reduce anxiety and arousal levels is 
increasing athletes’ resilience. The more psychologically resilient an athlete is to the effects of an 
audience, the better they will cope when performing. Coping strategies that were covered in topic one 
(arousal and anxiety), such as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), can, therefore, be used in this section 
as an example strategy to reduce arousal and anxiety, to help athletes train for and play spectator sports. 
CBT can also be helpful in making athletes more confident and focused, so they are not disturbed by the 
presence of an audience.  
 
Practice: Research by Zajonc et al. shows that when a task is familiar and easy, then the presence of an 
audience will lead to social facilitation, while Micheals et al. also found that more skilled pool players 
performed better when watched by others. Therefore, a strategy for improving performance would simply 
be to train and practice playing the sport, so that performance in front of spectators would be better. 
Ericsson et al. (1993) proposed the 10,000-hour theory; when researching the ability of violinists, they 
found that the total number of hours of training by the age of 20 determined performance. The ‘’expert’’ 
violinists had practised for over 10,000 hours, while those classified as being “good” had racked up 8,000 
hours of practice, while the “least accomplished” had completed around 5,000 hours of practice. 
Surprisingly, Ericsson et al. did not find any natural experts who had practised for less 10,000 hours; 
furthermore, there were no good or less accomplished players who had practised the violin for more than 
the magic 10,000 hours. These findings further support the importance of practice.  
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Further support for the theory comes from Gobet and Campitelli (2007) who analysed practice time and 
performance level in 104 chess players. They found that the average time taken to become a ‘master’ was 
11,053 hours. Moreover, Duffy, Baluch, and Ericsson (2004) demonstrate the impact of the practice on 
performance: 34% of the variation in chess performance can be attributed to practice, while the figure 
was 28% in darts. So, while other factors do play a part in sporting performance, practice is a significant 
variable when it comes to sporting success. 
  

Possible Exam Questions  
(a) How can the research by Zajonc et al. (1969) be used to explain the effect of the presence of others on 

sports performance? (10). 
 

(b) Assess the usefulness of research into audience effects on sports performance. (15) 
 

(c) Cory plays professional golf but gets nervous and over-aroused when taking part in big competitions 
and this sometimes affects his performance. His coach is wondering what he can do to help Cory to 
improve his performance before his next game.  
 
Discuss how a sports psychologist could use their knowledge of audience effects to help Cory’s coach 
devise strategies to improve Cory’s performance. (10) 
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