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I. Chapter One: Athlete Identity & Sport Ethic
Athlete Identity
Athletic identity is the degree to which an individual identifies with their role as an athlete (Giannone, 2017) or with their sport. Athletic identity can either be beneficial for an individual, a healthy athletic identity, or it can become unhealthy and can have detrimental effects on an individual. 
Healthy athletic identity can be very positive and contribute to a person’s wellbeing, as such an individual will find community amongst their team, it can give them structure and pursuing their sport might teach them about commitment, dedication, work ethic and provide them with a sense of fulfilment. Lessons and skills learnt from their healthy athletic role can transfer over into the individual’s life outside of sport and can improve overall self-esteem.
An unhealthy athletic identity is described as an overidentification with their identity as an athlete, where the exclusive identification with themselves as an athlete can lead to emotional and psychological difficulties upon termination of the sporting career (Giannone, 2017). I have seen this on many occasions in the endurance training world (long distance running and triathlon) where individuals often identify strongly and almost uniquely identify with their role as an athlete, despite not being involved at an elite sports level or even at an age group qualifying level. Injuries either leading to long breaks from regular training or occasionally leading to have to abandon the sport altogether, can lead to a loss of identity, they are not a runner anymore, and lead to depression or anxiety and a sense of feeling lost without their training and training environment.
Unhealthy athletic identity can lead to identity foreclosure where potential options are closed off before being experimented with to develop a more multidimensional self, a more integrated sense of self, i.e. I am an athlete, a mother a nurse and a friend.
An athlete’s self-worth who overidentifies with their role, hinges around them being an athlete and they may have low self-worth and confidence if they fail to win or in the cases that I work with, if they are unable to participate, and this could lead to even lower self-confidence, anxiety and depression. An athlete with an unhealthy athletic identity may also risk injury and overtraining, neglect family and friends outside the sport and even neglect other career opportunities or they may feel compelled to use performance enhancing drugs (PEDs). 
At times sacrifices need to be made for the sport in order to succeed, however an athlete who has fused their self-worth to their role as an athlete, will not understand how to balance times when making sacrifices are a necessity to gain qualification to big events for example, with other times when sacrificing time with family and friends outside the sport and other interests or study or work is not necessary. 
Both coaches and parents have a vital role to play in ensuring that a young athlete does not develop an unhealthy athlete identity. Parents should encourage interests and making friends outside the team bubble a young athlete might live in otherwise. Scholarly achievements should be rewarded as much as athletic ones and encouraging their children to look at passions outside the sport they might want to pursue as a career. Coaches need build a sense of trust and foster a solid coach-athlete relationship that is not purely based on athletic success. Giving the athlete a feeling that they are valued as people and not just as an athlete by their coach(es) can help grow a healthy athletic identity.

Sport Ethic
Athletes especially at an elite level in sports are facing a lot of expectations from many different sources such as coaches, teammates, sponsors, business managers, organizations, the media, fans and the wider public to when it comes to representing their country at the Olympic games for example. This sport system creates a culture surrounding sport which ultimately will influence the athlete. Sport ethic can be seen as a value system and living in conformity with sport ethic is to set oneself apart from others as a ‘real athlete’ (Hughes and Coakley, 1991). 
Being a real athlete according to Hughes and Oakley (1991) includes 1. making sacrifices for the game (subjugating everything else to the sport), 2. Striving for distinction (bigger, better, farther), winning above everything else and losing is only accepted as a means to learn, 3. Accepting risk and playing through pain, 4. Not accepting limits in the pursuit of possibilities (external limits are not recognized, no reservations when pursuing ‘the dream’).
Over-adherence to sport ethic can lead to not questioning any guidelines or rules and just doing what is expected of a ‘real athlete’ without thought about potential consequences. Pursuing becoming a ‘real athlete’ can involve use of performance enhancing drugs (PEDs), playing through injuries, or even risking their lives, in high-risk sports in the sole pursuit of winning and breaking records. This may be more prevalent in athletes with low self-worth or those pursuing a future tied to sports for financial reasons.
Does sport ethic always have to be viewed negatively? Is there a line between adhering to sport ethic without over adherence? Pursuit of excellence does demand from athletes to make sacrifices at times, but not all the time. Amaechi (2018) calls for us as coaches, sport psychologists and performance consultants to not ignore certain behaviors that would not be accepted outside the world of sport, i.e., PEDs use, psychological or physical abuse, in the wider society. Ignoring or accepting small incidents means that they are likely to cause much bigger issues down the line. We are all responsible to not ignore the small incidents and also encourage our athletes to aspire to goals and passions outside of sports such as family, education and a future career.
Over-adherence to sport ethic is at times not uniquely restricted to just competitive sports, I do see over adherence to the sport ethic in age group athletes or even in more recreational athletes in sports such as triathlon. A survey amongst long distance triathlon participants (non-elite) showed that up to 7% were taking some form of PEDs (Seifarth et al., 2019). Some of these athletes have weekly training schedules that parallel the training of elite triathletes, subjugating everything to the sport, the more the better and physical signs of exhaustion and injuries are often ignored. 
Pursuit of Excellence 
Achievement goal theory (Weinberg & Gould, 2019) is defined as one’s interpretation of what it takes to achieve success. Success for one person may not be success for another person. One person may interpret success as learning, improving on and eventually mastering a new skill and becoming better than they were yesterday. Another person may only see success as winning, beating opponents, and beating someone else’s records. 
The pursuit of excellence is the pursuit of becoming excellent at a skill, at a sport, it’s the pursuit of an athlete to become the best they can be at their sport, at excelling and improving day by day at certain skills (tasks). The pursuit of excellence involves continuous learning and is task and process oriented. The goal of self-improvement and pursuing excellence is tied to a more internal sense of motivation. A more task-oriented motivation helps an athlete to persist despite failure or not winning and leaves them with a sense of being in control as they are the ones controlling their performance and don’t see themselves as failures despite not winning. These attributes will help them to continuously strive for excellence.
The pursuit of outcomes is centered around ego-oriented goals and is focused on beating opponents and winning. An athlete who is more ego/outcome oriented is more motivated by what the outcome will bring them, as in money, fame, adulation and trophies. Their motivation will have a more external locus. Such an athlete will be more inclined to attach their self-worth to winning or beating opponents and their sense of competence will be more fragile (Weinberg & Gould, 2019). They may select tasks that guarantee them success but will not lead to further growth from challenging themselves and this will hinder their pursuit of excellence.
Task and ego orientation at times can go hand in hand, but most often athletes will have a stronger tendency to either be more outcome or more task oriented (Weinberg & Gould 2019).
In my work with endurance athletes, I occasionally encounter age group athletes that have a more outcome-based orientation, and it is easy to see how their self-worth depends on producing results, often a lot of negative self-talk follows bad performances and an inability to see what other factors may have influenced their performance, factors that our outside their control. However, they will still see themselves as failures. I see this more in individuals who also overidentify with their role as an athlete to the point where they do not have a multi-dimensional sense of their identity anymore and these same individuals take what it means to be a real athlete one step too far.
Creating self-awareness around how athletes see themselves and how others see them will be the first necessary step to create a healthier athlete identity.


Worksheet: Healthy athletic Identity
	
	In session
	Homework

	Creating Self-awareness
	Use of Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS).
Discuss the results
Does it fit how they see themselves as athletes
	Reflect on this exercise and create a list of item(s) they want to/feel they need to work on

	
	List of what they see as their strengths in their sport (could use VIA strength scale)
Discussion around and list of which of these strengths can be transferred into life outside of sports
	Take practical steps to start using those skills in situations outside the sport. Journal about the experience and steps taken

	
	How do family/friends/peers outside the sport see them
	Explore feedback and journal on how this affects their view of themselves. Does it fit with how they see themselves

	Warning Signs for developing an unhealthy athlete identity
	Are grades falling? Are you failing subjects at school?
Is your work suffering?
Do you feel lost when you can’t train/play?
Do you feel anxious a lot?
Do you feel exhausted and overwhelmed frequently?
Do you get injured a lot?
Do you return to play despite still being injured?
Have you lost friendships with people outside your team
	Journal and reflect on if you have experienced warning sign

	Interests outside the sport
	Explore other interests with athlete, what did they enjoy/feel passionate about before sports became their number one focus
	Reflect and start creating a list of activities they would like to commit more time to

	Creating balance
	Identify times in the athlete’s season when they do not have to sacrifice everything to the sport
Explore balance 
	During times of more balance task the athlete with pursuing other passions, i.e., make more time for family, children on a daily weekly basis.
Actively plan for and schedule activities outside pursuing sports related goals
Meet with friends, peers outside of sports
Explore avenues of furthering their education that allow them working on this part-time etc.
How do these activities make them feel? Journal about experience

	Post athletic career
	Explore avenues they want to take after the athletic career is over
List interests and passions in relation to career goals
	Work out where they are at and what they need to do in order to pursue a career outside of sports
Task them with making connections that will help them in future endeavours
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II. Chapter Two:  Performance Routines
Developing performance routines and the mental skills associated with them are an essential skill for athletes striving for performance excellence. A routine is an individualized set of systematic actions that can help an athlete prepare for performance, it can help them refocus during a performance and it can be used as a tool to create self-awareness after a competition, letting go of feelings around the preceding performance and looking ahead to the next. Well-rehearsed routines can give an athlete the confidence that they can perform well in a new environment, under changing circumstances and it can give them a feeling of familiarity and of being in control. Having routines can increases athletes’ confidence, lower anxiety (Hazell et al, 2014) and allows them to not have to go through a lengthy decision-making process when there is no time, energy, or mental capacity available when quick action is required.
Pre-Performance Routine
Pre-performance routines ready the athlete both mentally and physically for training or competition. Pre-performance routines may start days before the actual competition and can involve a regular sleep routine and a fueling/nutrition strategy prior to the event, i.e., carb loading a few days before running a marathon. Pre-performance routine can also involve writing a detailed race plan for the day of the competition, which includes determining competition goals, including a plan B if it is clear that goal A cannot be achieved. Performance routines continue up until race start and involve physical warm up routines, mobility work, warm up jog and getting mentally prepared and focused and bringing the energy levels up to an appropriate level for race start and can include mental imagery and self-talk. 


During Performance & Distraction Routines
Routines during a performance need to be shorter interventions enabling the athlete to refocus if they have lost focus, got distracted or are not performing up to their expectations.
During performance routines should also allow athletes to either maintain focus and energy during maintained efforts such as endurance running or to shift between energy and focus levels in sports that require continuous shift in focus from internal to external, form wide to narrow (Burton & Radeke, 2008).
 These brief interventions need to very automated to allow the athlete to regroup and refocus in very short period of time. Skills that can be used are short breathing techniques, calming the breath, using them in conjunction with cue words, using positive self-talk to remind themselves that they are capable, narrowing or broadening their focus and brief visualizations.

Post-Performance Routine
Post-performance routines can be a debrief with the coaches or they can take the form of using a journal or a feedback sheet. The athlete reviews their performance and uses this routine to become more aware of what went well and what areas may need more physical or mental work, it can include how emotionally they reacted to bad shot, how they dealt with stressors during the game and how they feel their overall performance went. This will allow the athlete to look ahead to the next performance and keep them from dwelling on mistakes they may have made
Routine Strategies & Skills
Different skills and strategies can be implemented to help the athlete build a variety of options to choose from pre, during and post-performance.
Mental imagery can be an opportunity to create a better reality and deal with challenges and problems in the mind before being confronted with them in real life (Orlick, 2015). Imagery is more than just creating a mental image and should include as many senses as possible to become more vivid and more realistic i.e., smell, sound, kinesthetic, touch. Having practiced a skill by imagery alone can be as effective as practicing this physically as the brain cannot distinguish between an imagined and a lived experience (Orlick, 2015). 
Simulation training can be used to familiarize the athlete with a variety of scenarios, challenges and problems they might encounter and gives them the opportunity to practice the necessary skills under similar environmental conditions as the ones that they will encounter during the actual competition,  This will allow an athlete to quickly recall and action skills when time is of the essence and it can help them to mentally prepare for distractions and allows them to stay focused despite the demands of events and the happenings around them (Orlick, 2015).
Goal setting is an important skill for establishing and maintaining routines. For this task-oriented goal setting rather than outcome-oriented goal setting should be used. Having set daily goals for improving tasks and skills the focus to pursue these daily goals will help the athlete maintaining routines when it comes to practicing skills, may they be mental or physical (Orlick, 2015).
Self-talk is an important skill to master when it comes to establishing pre and during performance routines. Williams & Krane (2015) call self-talk the key to cognitive control. Self-talk, our internal monologue, happens all the time and it can be positive, negative or simply more neutral. Positive self-talk can increase self-worth, confidence and ultimately can increase performance. Being able to identify unhelpful, negative self-talk is important and so is the ability to reframe or stop negative thoughts and replace them with positive self-talk. This can help an athlete improve attention control and focus on the moment (Williams & Krane, 2015) and can help them deal with distractions. Furthermore, affective cues such as faster, explode, slow down etc, can combined with physical with skills such as quick or slow breathing, act to help refocusing and raising arousal or lowering arousal as the case may be (Williams & Krane, 2015). Improving arousal control can help the athlete find their individualized zone of optimal performance (IZOF).
Arousal control is one of the key strategies/routines for the athlete to reach optimal performance by being able to establish their IZOF for their sport. Arousal control often involves practicing skills such as being able to slow down breathing, relaxing muscles to lower arousal or using music, fast breathing, and self-talk to increase energization. 
It is a skill athletes can use both prior to a competition to channel anxiety or nervous energy and during a competition to help them narrow or broaden their focus as needed in a potentially fast changing environment or when having to deal with unexpected challenges.
Furthermore, routines can include actions that may need to be taken days before the competition, such as establishing a sleep routine as this can help with optimal energy levels and cognition, ability to focus and concentrate and it can also help manage emotions and reactions to challenging situation. 
Physical routines such as specific mobilization and warm up exercises combined with mental skills as discussed earlier are both necessary for optimal physical readiness but can also help focus the mind on the upcoming event and can aid with achieve optimal arousal levels.
Establishing a nutritional routine that has been practiced during training will help an athlete feeling adequately fueled and energized and can avoid problems with digestion.
Logistical plans as in getting equipment and uniforms ready and preparing travel and transfer to the event venue well ahead of time can help avoid rushing and wasting energy and worry on competition day.
Routines should be repeatable and if everything goes to plan, they can follow the same pattern. However, routines at times also need to be flexible and back-up plans can help the athlete to forge ahead under less-than-optimal conditions and can be a contingency plan for when circumstances would hinder optimal performance (Burton & Radeke, 2008). Routines should be re-evaluated to ensure that they continue to support the athlete towards improving their performance, they are not rules set in stone.
Bringing it Together
Routines (and back-up routines) need to be established for pre, during and post-performance and should also include routines to help deal with distractions/unexpected challenges. The athlete and coach should be clear on what the goal of the routine is, such as arousal, focus, confidence. We can then look at the various techniques that can help to i.e., improve arousal (breathing, self-talk). Routines need to be practiced firstly outside of training sessions if they represent completely new skills for the athlete. As soon as it possible they should be implemented into training sessions before they can finally be introduced into the pressurized environment of competition.
Mental plans and routines will be individual to each athlete and there may be some trial and error when establishing what works best for the individual athlete. Establishing performance routines give an athlete a sense of control and mastering them will also boost confidence for an athlete or a team. It is also ultimately an important part of a healthy athlete identity
Worksheets as the one below should be used to help establish a routine

Worksheet
Readiness Plan for my 66-year-old 100m sprinter’s first race in 2022.
Use this completed worksheet as a guide as to how to structure your performance routines 
When creating your own performance routine keep the following in mind:
· What is the purpose of my routine, what do I achieve by creating by routine?
· What do I need to do to set up my new routine?
· How often do I need to practice my routine? Am I committed to practicing it? What are the consequences if I don’t practice my routine?
· What is my A, B and C routine? At what point do I need to reassess and refine my routine?
 Preparation: Technical, strategic, physical & psychological readiness for training and competition
1. Goal: To be mentally and physical ready when in the starting blocks, energy-wise, focus-wise and feeling confident that she can run well.
2. Obstacle Running in a race and location she has not competed in before, against sprinters from younger age groups, something she is not used to. 
3. Behavior 
a. All race gear and pre and post-race fuel ready the night before
b. Remind yourself of the goals you and the coach discussed for this particular race
c. Logistics ready, when to leave to arrive in time at venue. Re-read race day instructions
d. Follow normal sleep routine (regular bedtime, no screentime 1hr before)
e. Stick with breakfast that is standard for training & race days
f. Plan to arrive at venue 90min before the race, leaves enough time should there be more traffic than expected
g. Store gear and familiarize with the track, warm up areas (stretch and track). Establish race time is unchanged. Time to be calm and focused. Listen to music and start focusing on yourself. Find quiet are away from other athletes, lie down
h. 45 to 30 min pre-race go through mobilization routine, stretch and mobilize whilst using breath with the movements to slow down breathing, focus on what the body and muscles feel like going through different body parts separately
i. Run through goals for this race in your head and visualize start and full 60m sprint, broaden your focus here and take I the atmosphere in the stadium. Still not getting too amped up use slow breathing to reduce any anxious feeling you may have. Imagine and visualize the race and what you will feel like sprinting (fast, relaxed, free)
j. Once called to the start area for warm up sprints start getting your energy higher. Your focus should narrow on yourself and your lane. 3-4 short sprints focusing on exploding out of the start blocks and quick acceleration, slow down and repeat with each of these get your heart rate a bit higher and think I feel great, I can be fast today, let’s fly (self-talk)
k. Use your short physical readying routine (slap thighs, clap ahnds) before you get into the starting block, focus narrow, use self-talk such as explode, accelerate, finish strong as your mantra in your head
l. GO!
m. Focus during race on your own race, feel free, run fast, and stay tall
Resilience and coping with adversity: Positive coping with performance challenges, setbacks, and errors
1. Goal: Racing well, despite having come back from hamstring niggles and not having trained as much in the week leading up to the race, also not having been able to train on an indoor track due to restrictions and subsequent remaining closure of indoor track at local venue. To remain positive in the face of adversities.
2. Obstacle Negative thoughts may creep in pre-race due to lack of training hours and not having trained on an indoor track
3. Behavior 
a. Using visualization techniques rather than physically being able to train on indoor track. Go through an entire race including feel of track, noise inside the venue, smell etc. to create a vivid image of what the race will feel like on the day.
b. Review race footage and strong points from her last indoor track race
c. Positive self-talk reminding yourself of the progress made prior to having to reduce her training schedule. Remind yourself how her strength has grown since adding strength & conditioning to training. Remind yourself of realistic goals for this race. More imminently pre-race shorter self-talk such as you can do it. Relax and enjoy. Let’s go, we have got this.
Intensity: Physical activation for optimal performance
1. Goal To be highly energized and ready to race at the start line without feeling too anxious (IZOF)
2. Obstacle high emotions after nearly two years with no competitive races
3. Behavior 
a. 45 to 30 min pre-race go through mobilization routine, stretch and mobilize whilst using the breath with the movements to slow down breathing, focus on what the body and muscles feel like going 
b. Once called to the start area for warm up sprints start getting your energy higher. Your focus should narrow on yourself and your lane. 3-4 short sprints focusing on exploding out of the start blocks and quick acceleration, slow down and repeat with each of these get your heart rate a bit higher and think I feel great, I can be fast today, let’s fly, fast feet
c. If you feel you are getting too anxious prior to stepping into the starting blocks use a couple of calming breaths and self-talk to optimize energy levels
d. Use your short physical readying routine (slapping thighs, few claps before you get into the starting block) focus narrow, use self-talk such as explode, accelerate, finish strong as mantra in your head
Focus: Concentration on the most important parts of the task at hand and being able to shift attention when needed and letting go of distractions
1. Goal Racing your own race, focus on your lane
2. Obstacle getting distracted during warm up sprints and immediately pre-race by what competitors are doing, how strong they look
3. Behavior
a. Reminding yourself of your own goals, do not dwell on beating other competitors. Positive self-talk such as strong start, run tall and fast, don’t let up can keep you focused narrowly on what you need to accomplish to have a successful race.
b. Stick to normal physical warm up routine and focus on yourself
c. Use more calming or more energizing breathing techniques that you have learnt depending on where you feel your arousal level is.
Post-Race debrief: 
Journal on what you felt went well, after the race and parts of the routine or race that need to be worked on prior to your next event. Run through this with your coach at your next session, reset goal and make necessary changes to plan
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III. Chapter Three:  Self-Talk
What is Self-Talk?
Self-talk is our continuous inner dialogue, our inner voice. How we talk to ourselves and what we say to ourselves relates to how we feel and see ourselves. A thought that is repeated often will become a belief. Positive self-talk will increase our belief in ourselves and therefore improve our self-confidence and self-efficacy and drive our motivation and this can in turn lead to more positive self-talk. Dysfunctional self-talk will have the opposite effect, an activating event (A, the negative, irrational thought), can lead to a set of believes (B) and this will have consequences (C, such as low motivation, low self-efficacy) as per Williams & Krane (2014).
Words, the things we say to ourselves literally can become our reality, how we talk to ourselves can determine or moods, emotions and how we perceive reality. Under the same circumstances what we believe about ourselves, what we’ve been telling ourselves can either lead to a positive outcome, if we believe we are capable in tackling a situation or it can lead to a negative outcome if our emotions and believes about our capabilities are dysfunctional. Effective functional self-talk can boost confidence, promote concentration at crucial moments, create optimal arousal and ensure mental toughness (Burton & Radeke, 2008) and can positively affect motivation, confidence, and self-efficacy (Weinberg & Gould, 2019). We can therefore see that the type of self-talk we employ can affect sports performance. Routinely using effective self-talk prior to, during and post-performance can aid an athlete with arousal, maintaining motivation and focus, refocusing and can be a valuable aid for performance enhancement.
Types of Self-Talk
Self-talk can take many forms but can be categorized into three main types: positive (motivational), negative and instructional self-talk (Weinberg & Gould, 2019). 
Motivational self-talk is best used when the desired outcome is to increase or maintain effort and arousal and for maintaining a positive attitude. Instructional self-talk whilst being positive focuses on using more instructional and task related cues and phrases (“swing smooth”, “quick”, “light on feet”). Negative self-talk is often, not always, critical, demeaning and can be more destructive than constructive. 
Rather than just focusing on positive versus negative self-talk we can also think of self-talk as functional or dysfunctional, proactive, and effective. Functional self-talk is more than positive self-talk and putting a positive spin on a situation, it is a form of self-talk that helps us work towards a (positive) outcome, that is future oriented, that is forward looking and proactive rather than reactive to a situation. Functional self-talk may even at times include negative self-talk as long as it is not destructive but has the purpose to look forward, and is effective in creating an ultimately positive, constructive outcome. Self-talk is effective if we believe in what we tell ourselves and move forward but can be ineffective if there is a dissonance between how we feel about ourselves and what we tell ourselves. Dysfunctional self-talk is destructive rather than constructive and does not move forward to a positive future outcome.
Self-talk can also be defined as either spontaneous (quick and in the moment) and goal directed, to solve a problem or maintain a behavior. Goal directed self-talk has been found to be more positive and therefore coaches and sport psychologists should focus more on teaching goal directed self-talk skills (Weinberg & Gould, 2019). 
Finally, there is what we call the ironic error or process. If an athlete tells himself “Don’t miss that penalty” he will focus on the word don’t. It would be much better to say, “I will shoot the ball into the right corner”. The more the athlete tries to suppress this type of self-talk the louder it gets, and the anxiety heightens with muscles tensing up and the breathing becoming quick and shallow. The athlete loses focus on the task at hand. As coaches we need to be aware of this and not use feedback or instructions that start with “don’t”
Why use Self-Talk?
Positive, functional self-talk when used repeatedly can turn thoughts to believes. If we believe that we can accomplish a task, our belief will enhance our self-efficacy, the belief or perception of one’s ability to successfully perform a task (Weinberg & Gould, 2019), and self-confidence, which is described as the belief that a certain behavior can be performed. Being confident in the ability to perform a task, and mastering tasks can create a positive feedback loop where confidence in the ability leads to success and success leads to an increase in self-confidence which motivates an athlete further. This feedback loop can also work in the other direction when negative or dysfunctional self-talk leads to low self-confidence, failure and wanting to give up and lowering motivation.
Strategies such as thought stoppage can help athletes not dwelling too long on the negative (“stop”), which could have a corrosive and destructive effect on their performance and it can help them reframe negative thoughts into positive statements that can help an athlete to refocus, maintain energy levels and motivation necessary for continued excellent performance (“I will never be able to learn this skill” turned into “If I practice consistently I can get really good at it”).
Self-talk used prior to a competition can serve to energize and optimize arousal and focus or can be used during competition where cue words can be used to remind the athlete to refocus and help them deal with distractions or errors (more instructional in nature).
Cognitive behavioral type therapies such as Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) is a tool that can help reframe or eliminate in this case what is called irrational believes, as it is thought that these irrational beliefs lead to dysfunctional emotions and therefore maladaptive reactions and these believes will not enhance an athlete’s performance (Weinberg & Gould, 2019)
When & How to Apply Self-Talk 
We should approach self- talk with an athlete (or team) from an educational point of view and also try and understand what the athlete’s understanding of self-talk is and why they think they should use functional (positive) self-talk. Furthermore, we need to work with athletes on creating more self-awareness around when they may use dysfunctional self-talk. Athletes can become more aware of their self-talk by keeping a self-talk log and noting down emotions and reactions and self-talk to either positive or negative situations. Mikes (1987) as mentioned in Goldberg & Gould (2018) suggests six rules for self-talk; 1. Short and specific, 2. first person and present tense, 3. positive phrases, 4. mean and pay attention when you say it, 5. speak kindly to yourself, 6. repeat.
Self-talk is a learnt skill that needs to be practiced and as per Burton and Radeke (2008) the best way to program positive (functional) self-talk is to use a self-talk script. This script can include both positive affirmations and cue words which can either be more general or specific to a particular situation in a game. Initially these scrips should be read several times per day. For a more specific self-talk script an athlete should identify its purpose and create key phrases and cue or trigger words that work for them and the intended purpose. These phrases and words need to be repeated until they become automatic. Post-competition a log can be useful to track positive and negative self-talk moments that were experienced, in order to continue developing the skill, this also serves as an assessment as to how well the intervention is working.
Cues or keys are important for athletes to use as techniques to improve self-talk, they should be short and specific to what an athlete wants to accomplish and therefore easily repeatable (Mikes 1987, in Weinberg and Gould, 2018). These cues can be used for thought stoppage and can be used when the athlete becomes aware of dysfunctional or negative thoughts, it can simply be the word “stop”. 
When an athlete needs to refocus a cue word such as “calm” or “breathe” used with a physical skill/action can be used to refocus or reduce arousal during a competition. Cues are brief instructions to themselves to increase or decrease arousal, change focus, or refocus. Sprinters thinking “explode” will explode faster out of the starting blocks and runners thinking “fast” will pick up their pace. Cue words are the trigger that will lead to a desired physical or mental shift/response in the athlete. Cue words and the corresponding appropriate reaction need to be practiced extensively to allow athletes to have a quick and automatic response (Burton & Radeke, 2008). 
According to Weinberg & Gould (2019) rather than just elimination or changing negative self-talk it can be combined with self-feedback and this increased their concentration and therefore performance as even when they made a mistake and said “no” or “bad” they used this feedback to improve their focus on getting it right the next time around.
Self-talk pre-competition might be more motivational and could also include some affirmations. During a competition self-talk often serves the purpose to change the arousal state, change the focus or help the athlete refocus when distracted or their game isn’t going to plan, and it can also be used to stop negative thoughts. Cue/trigger words connected to a desired reaction or action, i.e., cue word “calm” to lower arousal for focus, together with a few calming breaths, will help refocus the athlete. Post competition self-talk should be evaluated for both positive and negative self-talk in order to focus on continued growth and improvement.
Putting it all together
Our inner dialogue, self-talk as an athlete can make or break us. If an athlete is able to use self-talk effectively, they can enhance their performance. Functional, positive self-talk as we have seen increases an athlete’s self-confidence and self-efficacy and naturally drives their motivation. A more confident and intrinsically motivated athlete will have improved self-worth, and this is an important factor in being able to maintain a healthier athlete identity.
Self-talk needs to be practiced just like other mental skills prior to implementing it successfully into training and competition, where it can be useful pre, during and post activity.
Following are a few example worksheets that help athletes identify negative self-talk, help then reframe irrational or dysfunctional thoughts and self-talk and that help them create a more positive, affirmative narrative (script).
Worksheet – Developing positive Self-Talk
	Step 1 -Educate
	Find out what athlete thinks self-talk is
Find out why they think they should use it
	Fill in the gaps explaining why and how it can benefit them 
	Homework:
Athlete to journal positive self-talk can benefit them personally and identify situations to work on
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Identify Self-talk
	Using self-talk log
Teach how to and run through examples
	
	Homework is to complete self-talk log on a daily basis (around training and/or competitions)
	

	Example Self Talk Log
	To create awareness 
	
	
	

	Positive Situations
	What was the anticipated or activating situation or event?
	What were your feelings about the situation and how did you behave?
	What was your positive Self-Talk? Be specific!
Did it work?
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
		

	
	
	
	
	

	Negative Situations
	What was the anticipated or activating situation or event?
	What were your feelings about the situation and how did you behave?
	What was your negative Self-Talk? Be specific!

	Counterargument
How did you reframe your thought? Be specific

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Self-Talk Script
The purpose of this script is to program positive self-talk. This script can be quite short (a few sentences) or can be longer and can take up to maximum five minutes to run through. 
This script should be read four to five times per day. 
having arranged the various thoughts and phrases in a logical order that creates a natural flow with having powerful thoughts at the beginning and/or end for highest impact.
This script can be generic or in fact to improve a skill or to increase concentration, motivation, control arousal levels etc.
Start with identifying a purpose for the script, there can be several (i.e., you want to learn to see difficult situations as challenges and not as threats). You should start with listing your thoughts in numerical order and for the final script you should ensure that it is in a narrative form, 
Purpose
1. ______________________________________________________________
a. Specific thoughts, positive thoughts affirmations, cue words & counterarguments
i. _________________________________________________________
ii. _________________________________________________________
iii. _________________________________________________________
iv. _________________________________________________________
Purpose
2.______________________________________________________________
a. Specific thoughts, positive thoughts affirmations, cue words & counterarguments
i. _________________________________________________________
ii. _________________________________________________________
iii. _________________________________________________________
iv.  (
Final Script
 (Narrative)
)_________________________________________________________

Athletes can also use a worksheet specifically to reframe negative or irrational thoughts.
	Uncomfortable situation/thoughts that impede performance
	Counterargument/reframe

	What can I learn and how does this benefit me?
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IV. Chapter Four:  Goal Setting
The most widely accepted definition of a goal is by Locke and Latham (2002): “A goal is an objective or aim of action defined as a specific standard of proficiency on a task usually within a specified time limit.”. Goal setting is typically used in a performance environment such as in business and sport, but it is relevant to many other aspects of our lives. In order to improve performance goal setting is one of the most important steps to take for athletes, teams, or organizations. Well-chosen goals can provide direction, enhance motivation, and increase focus to achieve a desired outcome.
Types of Goals
Goals can be separated into outcome goals such as winning a race or beating opponents, performance goals as in achieving a certain standard of performance, better than the athlete’s previous one, and process goals which are more task and skill based. Whilst it can be detrimental to only set outcome goals, as they leave an athlete with less control with success depending on opponents’ performances, this does not mean that outcome goals should not be set. All three types of goals play an important role, and we can see that a process goal, i.e., perfecting a particular skill, can lead to a performance goal, i.e., running a mile in 5min, and achieving this goal can lead to an outcome goal of beating your nearest rival in a race. Different goals can be important at different times in the training cycle.
According to Weinberg & Gould (2019) goals can be seen as objective versus subjective goals. Subjective goals are general statements of intent such as “I want to enjoy myself” or “I want to feel good/better”, subjective goals therefore are not measurable however they should not be overlooked as they can clarify an athlete’s values and priorities, which are the building block for more objective goals. Objective goals are goals that focus on attaining a specific standard of proficiency in a given time frame and are therefore specific and measurable. Athletes should consider setting both long term goals and short-term goals, the latter of which can be steppingstones towards the desired long-term goal.
Why Should We Set Goals?
Goal setting is not just for athletes or to be used in a business setting, setting. Achieving goals can be used in different areas in our life not related to sports and can bring clarity, vision, and provide a clearer path to i.e., setting financial goals, or setting goals relating to family or social life. Goal setting therefore is for everyone and goal setting skills learnt as an athlete should be used by the athlete outside of the sport performance realm, which will allow them to maintain a healthier athletic identity.
Goals give athletes purpose and direction and provide a standard for measuring progress (Burton & Radeke, 2008). Well-designed goals, using the SMART/ER acronym, lead to increased (intrinsic) motivation and improved performance. According to Burton & Radeke (2008) goals can also help with managing stress, improve focus and concentration and, improve the quality of training sessions by making training more challenging and enhance skills. 
Effective goal setting as per Orlick (2015) gives an athlete a sense of direction and having set a goal for themselves that is both relevant and meaningful to them will enhance an athlete’s intrinsic motivation. 
Weinberg & Gould (2019) relate motivation and goals with goal achievement theory “one is motivated by one’s interpretation of what it takes to achieve success, this can either be a more mastery driven motivation or a more task-oriented form of motivation.” 
There is the indirect thought process view which states that outcome, performance and process goals impact confidence and anxiety and therefore indirectly impact behavior and performance. The direct mechanistic view sees goals direct attention to important elements of skills being performed, increase effort and persistence and foster learning new strategies. Successfully achieving goals, that were self-determined, realistic yet tough, will have a positive impact on the athlete and boost their self-efficacy, self-confidence which in turn will increase their motivation. 
We should set specific goals, do your best goals do not lead to improved performance. Goals also should be moderately difficult, but realistic at the same time. If we are unable to reach our goal, we will get demotivated and stop working towards them, if they are too easy, they are of little value. We should set long and short term and process, performance, and outcome-based goals. Short term and process goals can lead to a feeling of success early on in the process and provide motivation to continue pursuing our long term, performance, and outcome-based goals. Setting goals for practice and competition can be important as athletes spend most of their time training and not competing, this can enhance skill development and maintain motivation and prevent boredom (Weinberg & Gould 2019).
Practical Applications
The best time to think about and to set goals is during off season and pre-season (Williams & Krane, 2014). This will improve focus on what skills need to be homed in on in practice and will provide a strategy and plan for pre-season and the competitive season. It will also ensure that there is sufficient time to start setting up and start implementing strategies and processes that support the pursuit of an athlete’s goals for pre-season and the competitive season. During a busy competitive season focus on goals and re-assessing them may fall by the wayside and get forgotten.
Goals become effective when there are specific and realistic strategies attached to them. Goals should be written down and should be easily accessible for the athlete, so that they can be reviewed on a daily basis. Goals should be set for long term and then necessary tasks planned to work towards process and performance goals first. Having an organized set-up will also ensure that goals are regularly evaluated and readjusted should this be necessary.
When setting goals, the SMARTS/SMARTER acronym should be used.  It stands for Specific, Measurable, Action-oriented, Realistic, Time-bound, and Self-determined with E signifying Evaluating and the R stands for Readjusting or Rewards. All of these are crucial for successful goal setting.
Using a practical example; my athlete wants to equalize her best 100m time (set at 63 she is now 67). It is measurable as we have her previous time, this goal is both realistic (she is now coached, formerly uncoached) and it is relevant to her, it is time bound as she wants to reach this goal this by her last race of the season in July 2022. Her outcome goal is to win a medal at the British Masters Championship (100m outdoor track) which will allow her a place on the international team. Shorter term we need to focus on improving her time on the first 20/30m as she struggles coming out of the starting blocks and technique improvements need to be made.
We will evaluate her progress along the way having set smaller goals to achieve on the way, her reward will be to travel to the next Masters World Championship if she reaches her goal and have a one-week holiday abroad. We are aware that we may need to readjust the goals along the way if she unexpectedly gets injured until her final season race. Action-oriented in her case refers to the fact that without having a plan as to how to achieve the goal it will just be a thought, technical improvements to her start and a stronger finish with a taller body are how we are planning to accomplish this in training.
The goal is self-determined because it was set by my client, she was part of the decision-making process which will make it a goal that has meaning/relevance for her. We will put plans in place for what to achieve on a daily, weekly, monthly basis until her qualification race.
We can also set goals that we want to achieve during pre-season or even in off season as the athlete may still be training, despite not training as much on the track.
 Pre-season training should include an assessment of the athlete’s current abilities and their needs. so that a SMART goal can be set for our athlete. Off season goal setting should include evaluation and feedback about the previous season. An assessment can be made if and if and which goals were reached, and which will need to be reconsidered for the new season. In season goal setting must include regular evaluations to ensure that the athlete is on target with their plan to accomplish their performance and outcome goals.
During off season and my 100m sprint Masters’ athlete has set herself goals that are strength related. She wants to improve her performance on squats, deadlifts and clean and presses. Her goal is to be able to squat for 6 reps at bodyweight, at 1.5 x her bodyweight for 5 reps on the deadlift and be able to clean and press half her bodyweight. Her pre-season goals are to run faster on the first 20/30m having improved her start and to finish stronger on the last 30m having improved her running technique and leg turnover. These pre-season goals are relevant to her process and task and skills related goals.
In-season goal setting should include goal evaluation and follow-up processes to make sure that the athlete is on target with their plan to accomplish their goals. An evaluation process can be identified by the coaches to ensure that they are keeping structure with the athlete’s goals and provide them feedback in how they are developing.
Developing, practicing, and utilizing performance routines create structure and consistency and therefore naturally create process goals. Functional (positive) self-talk also supports goal setting/orientation via the motivational path. 
We should not forget that again goal setting needs to be individualized to each athlete. Some athletes with a more internal locus of control may benefit more from more personal goal setting, whilst athletes with a more external locus of control (such athletes believe situations in their life are outside their control may benefit from coaches setting goals for them (Lambert et al, 1999).
Worksheet – Goal Setting
Following the SMART(S)/SMARTER principles set yourself long & short-term goals. Ask your coach if you feel that you need their input as well but ensure that the goals are relevant to you. Make sure you set process, performance, and outcome goals.
Consider setting different goals for training and for competition.
	Long Term Goal (focus on 1-2)
	Training or competition?
	Outcome
	Performance
	Process

	List your goal
	
	i.e., Win a medal a British Masters Championships 
	i.e. Equalize previous PB
	Improve time over first 30m coming out of starting blocks

	Why is my goal important to me?
	
	
	
	

	Date by which to achieve this goal
	
	
	
	

	Date(s) by which to re-evaluate your goals, checking progress
	
	
	
	

	List resources and people that will support your goals (3)
	
	
	
	

	Identify potential barriers or difficulties. Can you pre-empt these barriers?
	
	
	
	

	How confident are you, that you will reach your goal? (%)
	
	
	
	



What actions/tasks do you need to accomplish on a daily/weekly basis to allow you to reach your goal?
Daily
1.___________________________________________________________________
2. ___________________________________________________________________
3.___________________________________________________________________

Weekly
1.___________________________________________________________________
2. ___________________________________________________________________
3.___________________________________________________________________
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V. Chapter Five:  Mental Toughness
Having watched Nadal’s win at the 2022 Australian Open, a few words come to mind; grit, determination, and mental toughness were what he needed to turn the game around after two sets down. But what is mental toughness?
The four C’s according to Clough, Earle & Sewell (2002) off a core explanation for what it means to be mentally tough:
1. Control – The capacity to feel and act as if one can exert influence in a situation AND the ability to focus on what is in the athlete’s control 
2. Challenge – Perceiving challenges, setbacks, and adversities as opportunities, rather than as threats, for growth and improvements and opportunities to excel in big moments
3. Commitment – Total investment in the pursuit of one’s goals, persisting even when things are difficult
4. Confidence – Self efficacy, self-belief, and the perception that one is distinct from others.
Mack’s (2002) uses the 7 Cs of Mental Toughness
a. Competitive - finding a way to win, using strong opposition as motivation to go harder
b. Confident – unshakable belief in themselves and what they can handle
c. Control - focusing on what can be controlled and not allowing other things outside of their control affect their performance
d. Committed - focusing time and effort on achieving goals and not diverting from this despite challenges
e. Composure - knowing how to regulate emotions during heightened emotional moments. Staying cool
f. Courage - ability to take risks
g. Consistency - an inner strength that sees athletes not making excuses and playing their best despite feeling their worst. 
My own working definition for mental toughness is that an athlete has a nearly unshakable self-belief, even when they face adversity. Adversity to a mentally tough athlete is a challenge and an opportunity to grow and improve and not a threat or an excuse to fail. The athlete’s unshakable self-belief gives the athlete a sense of control, even when they face challenging situations. The mentally tough athlete is fully committed to the pursuit of their goal. Setbacks are seen as an opportunity and not failure and are necessary for a mentally tough athlete to have experienced in order to develop their mental toughness. Mentally tough athletes are able to bounce back and thrive under pressure.
Most of the mental skills that we help our athletes develop will have a beneficial impact on our athletes to continue to develop mental toughness. The ability to set efficient goals will help an athlete focus which will positively impact commitment without distraction and control. 
An athlete who can control his focus can remain committed to the pursuit of his goal despite adversities and challenges. This is both focus in the bigger sense on goals and focus as in being in the moment during a game, and the ability to refocus should the attention shift briefly. 
Controlling their nervousness, arousal levels and anxiety through mindfulness or energization techniques can keep an athlete focused on their task and in control. Mentally tough athletes experience less anxiety and depression (Kalini et al. 2021). 
Crust and Clough (2011) mention the ability to use imagery effectively is related to athletes’ mental toughness. Being able to imagine successful performances aids the development of mental toughness. Achieving long term goals requires long lasting commitment and can also enhance confidence and self-belief.
Crust & Clough (2011) suggest that an autonomy supporting coaching style rather than a controlling style is supportive of creating mental toughness. The trust placed in the athlete’s hands to be the master of their own destiny (with support when needed) will enhance their self-sufficiency and self-believe and leave them feeling in control.
Control amongst other things means being able to control difficult situations and the ability to focus. This enables an athlete to stay on task and not get overly emotionally involved or anxious when they encounter adverse situations. The ability to see challenges as an opportunity again can detach them from an emotional focus on what they cannot control onto just focusing on the task at hand and allows them to stay in the moment. 
The commitment mentally tough athletes have keeps them persisting in the pursuit of their goal and helps them to remain focus on what is needed to achieve their goals, despite setbacks as they won’t allow themselves to get too emotionally involved with failure.
Confidence is in a way an overarching ability as an athlete’s self-belief enhances their control, commitment, and response to challenges because they believe they can deal with anything that might get between them and their goal, this will support them in remaining emotionally stable.
As per Orlick (2015) high quality performance and high-quality living depends on positive connections and fully focused connections. If an athlete is able to fully focus it releases them from anything irrelevant and nothing except the fully focused connection exists with whatever they are engaged in at that moment in time. 
This fully focused connection is related to mental toughness as it requires to tune out external distractions and worries and focuses them solely on the step in front of them. Such athletes will be able to let go of anything they are unable to control. 
Goals are said to be promoting focus on the tasks ahead for athlete. If an athlete knows exactly what they want (goal) and how they can achieve it (strategy) they will be able to fully focus on what they need to do to achieve this goal. They can connect with this goal and not let outside distractions deter them from their pursuit, in other words they are fully committed.
We should not forget that whilst developing and improving mental skills to grow mentally tougher is important other factors can influence mental toughness as per Crust & Clough (2011):
1. Genetic factors
2. Environmental influences (coaches and parents instilling work ethic and challenging their athletes)
3. Challenges and support (being exposed to challenges and being supported when needed). If an athlete is never challenged, they are not asked to grow, just like a muscle
4. Social network support (when most needed as during transition periods or following an injury
We therefore need an individual approach with each athlete, assessing and understanding their environment, challenges they faced and the strength of their support network when we support them in growing more mentally tough. Some athletes may need more work on developing a tougher mentality than others. Also, we should consider mental toughness and resilience as a skill that we can continuously build upon, developing mental toughness is a continuous journey towards improvement and has no final destination. 
We need to make sure our athletes understand what mental toughness is and what it isn’t as we want to build functional, adaptive (not static) and purposeful (it serves the individual’s needs) resilience and mental toughness.
The ability to recoil after being stretched or stressed is an important component of resilience, we cannot continuously live in a hypervigilant state, resilience is therefore fluid and should not be our default go to reaction. Resilience is influenced by several intrapersonal, interpersonal, and environmental factors and is therefore dependent on the individual and the situation at hand. We need to spend time and energy to manage performance stressors. Having the extra bandwidth and efficiency of other skills like routine, self-talk etc. can preserve resources that are necessary for widening the bandwidth when necessary.
Worksheet Mental Toughness
Reflect and journal on the 4C’s:
Control: 
Are you able to focus your attention on the task at hand in every situation? What are the situations when you lose focus/feel you have lost control?
_____________________________________________________________________
As a percentage number how would you rate your ability to focus? _______________
How do you think could you improve your focus and control? ___________________________________________________________________________

Challenges:
How do you view challenging situations? Do you welcome them?
_____________________________________________________________________
How do you react to a set-back or a loss? ___________________________________________________________________________
How can you improve on this ability to welcome challenging situations? ___________________________________________________________________________

Commitment:
When you set yourself goals how committed are you to pursuing this goal? On a percentage scale (0-100%) _____________________________________________________
When you encounter difficult situations do you remain committed to the same degree? What happens? ______________________________________________________________
What can you actively do to improve your commitment to your goals? ___________________________________________________________________________
Confidence:
How confident are you?
Does your confidence change when you encounter setbacks and difficult situations? What happens to you? ________________________________________________________
What skills do you think can help you to have more self-belief? ___________________________________________________________________________
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VI. Chapter Six:  Focus, Concentration & Managing Distractions
Who has not had a coach who has told them at some stage to “Focus!”, but unless an athlete has actually learnt what it means to focus, how to focus, how to direct their attention and how to maintain it yelling this simple yet powerful word across the playing field will not really have much impact on the athlete. We need to first define what focus and concentration really mean and we then need to create strategies for our athletes to develop or improve their concentration and focusing skills.
[bookmark: _Hlk94865791]Concentration, Attention and Focus
Weinberg & Gould (2018) define concentration in sport as:
· Focusing on relevant environmental cues (selective attention)
· Maintaining the focus overtime
· Being aware of performance errors and the situation
· Shifting the attentional focus when necessary
An information processing approach has been used to explain the role of attention in sport performance (Weinberg & Gould, 2018). Originally a single channel or fixed capacity approach was used. A variable (flexible) approach to information processing was also used to explain attentional focus, this is where individuals can choose what to focus on. More recently the thought is that the multiple pools theory, where we have multiple processors that can handle focusing on and handling information, is the most relevant. How much information can be handled will depend on the attentional capacity a performer has. 
When it comes to the performance-attention relationship the following three approaches have received the most focus when it comes to explaining it:
· Attentional selectivity: letting in some, whilst screening and dismissing other information, like using a spotlight on what is important.
· Attentional capacity: There is only so much information that can be processed at any point in time, hence automating skills like dribbling a ball will make it possible for a basketball player to then use controlled processing for being consciously attending to other players and analyzing the field of play.
· Attentional alertness: Emotional arousal can diminish the amount of information that can be processed, and it can narrow the visual field, it is the relationship between focus and arousal. 
For performance improvements research has shown that externally focused attention is more beneficial (Weinberg & Gould, 2018). Before a game an athlete’s focus can be internal on mental routines, but when performing the focus should shift externally to the relevant target, this leads to increases in performance outcomes, movement efficiency and movement kinematics.
Often in the literature and according to Weinberg and Gould (2018) concentration and attention is used interchangeably and it is said that researchers prefer attention whilst practitioners will use the term concentration more frequently. We also hear the term attentional focus; therefore, focus could be described as the area that attention is directed towards or giving something the right amount of attention at the right time. Focus is a beam of light, that like a torch can be widened or narrowed and diminished or intensified.
Concentration can be considered a more continued form of attention or focus; it is attention that can be maintained over a period of time. A visual representation of concentration in my mind is a person with their eyes closed concentrating on a thought or image and holding still as they are maintaining the concentration
  Focus is directed such as internal, external, and narrow and wide. We could also see focus as a heightened form of attention. Attention as per Burton and Radeke (2008) is “the process that directs our awareness to information available through our sense”. A visual representation of attention could be a sniffer dog that must distinguish between lots of different odors (information) before he settles his attention on the relevant one, the drugs in the suitcase.
A lot of information is available to our senses, few are relevant, many irrelevant and focus helps us to pay attention to the relevant information.
Focus and concentration are important components of developing “flow”, which has been described as “the harmonious experience where mind and body are working together effortlessly” (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Being able to exclude distracting thoughts is essential to experience flow, however being too focused or trying to hard may lead an athlete to experience choking, a phenomenon described in more detail further below. Flow however should come effortlessly. 
Distractions & Refocusing
External distractors are usually a stimulus from the environment, that the athlete finds themselves in, and they can either be auditory or visual. Auditory distractors can be the crowd noise, announcements from a public address system, or loud conversations nearby. These are especially distracting in sports such as tennis and golf where a quieter focus is required, whereas in basketball or football if playing in front of a home crowd a team is more likely welcoming crowd noise and they will also be used to it.
Visual distractions can be the spectators, flares, the opposing team, coaches, but also leader- or scoreboards. Both visual and auditory distractions can be simulated buy playing crowd noises or having spectators at practice games in order to practice under game/competition conditions and getting athletes used to “hostile” environments. 
Internal distractions are manifold and include not being in the moment (right here, right now) but thinking and worrying about the future or dwelling on or thinking about the past. Fatigue and physical pain can also contribute to internal distractions as can overanalysing body mechanics, especially if this happens when a skill has already been learnt (Weinberg & Gould, 2018).
Athletes need to either develop skills that help them to focus on the right target at the right time or should they get distracted they need to have skills that allow them to refocus. A more experienced player will be able to make better decisions about where to focus his attention in particular situations, whereas a less experienced competitor may not have this knowledge yet and they will also be heavily focused on their technical skills, such as dribbling a ball.
Refocusing, when an athlete has been distracted, can be enhanced by becoming aware of what has happened and using self-talk and taking a breath or using a trigger/cue word such as “calm” and returning the focus to the task at hand. 
An athlete may also have had an increase in their arousal level as they got distracted and calming breaths and words such as kick the ball right into the right had corner before a penalty can decrease the arousal and focus the mind. 
Different Types of Focus & Shifting Focus
Nideffer’s model (Weinberg & Gould, 2018) explains the various types of attentional focus. We must be able to switch between different types of focus in order to be effective with our attentional control which can be directed externally or internally, and which can either be broad or narrow. 
A broad external focus could be taken before the start of a soccer match when the players come onto the field and take in the stadium, the spectators, the pitch, and the opposing team or when trying to read the pitch before passing the ball. When all the players come together for a team huddle before the start of the game and listen to the coach’s instructions and encouragement the focus has now narrowed on what the coach is saying but it is still external. When taking a penalty or a corner kick mentally rehearsing (visualizing) the action of the kick is a narrow internal focus. A broad internal focus could be analyzing the line up at a free kick in front of the goal and determining the best strategy for the shot. 
Correct arousal levels will allow the athlete to focus and also easily switch between broad/narrow and internal and external. However, if the athlete is too highly aroused and nervous their heartrate increases, the breathing gets faster, and their muscles tense up. Instead of being able to for example to broaden their attentional focus on the field of play, when necessary, the attention is directed narrowly on the worry of making a mistake. The player is now too narrowly focused and loses the ability of more peripheral vision. The increased pressure also diminishes the ability to switch the focus easily. In the end if the pressure is too much the athlete may choke and miss their shot. 
Choking can occur to players when under pressure, when they feel emotionally overloaded or are in a completely unfamiliar situation. The physical and mental symptoms of choking can lead to poor, rushed decision making, impaired coordination, and an inability to focus and therefore negatively impacts performance by impacting decision making and reaction time.


Techniques and skills to improve Attention, concentration, and Focus
There is a visual-perceptual-cognitive-information processing-anticipation-decision-making-reaction time-feedback loop that occurs between the environment and the response.  We need to be present, and positive as this supports the mind-body connection and performance goals over outcome goals.
Mindfulness techniques such as switching between different senses, i.e., tuning into the body and tensing and relaxing different muscles or sensing the quality of the chair you are sitting on and the floor your feet are resting on and the desk your hands are resting on. Switching from this to focusing on all the noises that surround you and separately take note of each of them, then broaden your focus on the whole sound environment. And you could do this with other senses such as vision, smell, taste, and also emotions where you go from a narrow to a broader focus.
 Another exercise can be focusing on an object, maybe one that is related to the sport you are playing such as a hockey stick. Look at the different parts, what are they used for, what is the stick made of and focus on the different colors and materials. Hold the stick and take in its texture and weight. Examine the object in great detail and note down for how long you can focus on this subject. Practice this focusing skill and you should be able to extend the length you can focus with practice.
We can also use our self-talk skills and use brief cue words that we have previously practiced in and outside of training to help us quickly refocus during a crucial part of a match.  
Having routines and a race/game plan that have practiced in training until it has become second nature can help an athlete focus on the relevant information when it comes down to the wire and allows them to have more attentional capacity to focus on what needs to be done in the here and now, as these actions can occur automatically. 
Being able to reduce overarousal by taking a few deep breaths and thinking “calm” (trigger/cue word) can help to maintain concentration or to refocus.
An experienced athlete will be able to perform drills and skills practically automatically, like dribbling a ball. Therefore, physical skills practice is the basis of being able to perform at a high level mentally and physically as more focus and attention can be used to switch focus or hold concentration in any given match situation.
An athlete who is physically in top form will fatigue less easily and therefore more energy can be spent on holding concentration for example as they are not already fatigued from the actual physical activity their sport demands.
A confident athlete can choose his stimuli, whereas a non-confident athlete may get easily overwhelmed that is why training metal skills is so important to improve focus and concentration.
Individual Differences
As we can see, being able to focus and maintain concentration requires many different skills both physical and mental. There are also many differences that we need to consider when working with athletes on their abilities to focus, refocus and maintain concentration. There are differences between different sports, i.e., soccer vs. archery vs tennis. Even within soccer there are different demands placed on a midfielder than on the goalie. 
We need to also understand differences between individuals and the Attentional and Interpersonal inventory (TAIS) is a good tool to measure concentration skills and interpersonal characteristics. The TAIS however has its limits, and we should use our observation, discussions with our athletes and other assessments skills relevant to focus and concentration. It is important that each athlete understands their strengths but also the type of situations and distractions that may interfere with their focus and concentration.
An individualized program of skills that need improvement can then be put into place and practiced in training, using more challenging situations and simulations before using them n competition.
Worksheets
Before starting a mental skills plan that aims to improve concentration and focusing skills ask yourself:
What is a common internal distractor?
What are typical thoughts when this internal distractor occurs?
What are common emotions you experience in that situation
How does this distractor influence your performance?
Describe ways in which you can switch your attention back to the task at hand



What is a common external distractor that occurs in either practice or competition? 
What are typical thoughts when this distractor occurs?
What are common emotions when this distractor occurs?
How does this distractor influence your performance?
Describe ways in which you can switch your attention back to the task at hand

Are you easily able to shift focus during a game? If not, what happens and why?
Describe actions you can take that will help you to shift focus

TAIS
Complete the TAIS, do the results surprise you? Why or why not?
TAIS — Winning Mind (thewinningmind.com)
Identify areas to work on based on the skills you are lacking in and chose the relevant exercises and drills
 
Concentration grid:
Work on your concentration using a concentration grid, this can be used either online or can be downloaded. 
Concentration Grids For Mental Performance | Online & Download Concentration Grids | ConcentrationGrids.com
Focus Worksheet
[image: ]
Based on the above images identify situations in your sport when you need to have the following focus:
Broad external 
-
-
Broad internal
-
-
Narrow internal
-
-
Narrow external
-
-
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VII. Chapter Seven:  Imagery
Imagery or visualization is a skill that supports athletes in their focusing ability, boosts athlete confidence and motivation, but it requires patience to develop imagery skills as deliberate, clear, and vivid images only develop overtime with regular practice.
What is imagery?
Weinberg & Gould (2018) define imagery as a form of simulation, that is similar to real sensory experiences such as seeing, feeling, and hearing, but that is entirely in the mind. Imagery is all about recreating or newly creating an experience in the mind. We can imagine events that have not yet occurred or use memories stored from previous experiences to transform them into meaningful images. 
Whilst imagery and visualization are used interchangeably as terms and give the impression that imagery is mainly visual (seeing in our mind’s eye), imagery is much more than that and in fact needs to be in order to be most beneficial. 
Imagery is a multisensory skill that involves our other senses such as the kinesthetic sense, which is especially important as it involves the feeling of the body as it moves through space into different positions. Other senses that help create a more vivid image are tactile (the feel of the racket), auditory (crowd noise), olfactory (grass on football pitch), and gustatory (salty sweat). Furthermore, there is an emotional component to imagery as the athlete recalls what it felt like when they performed particularly well, and this emotion helps to create a more complete image. 
According to Weinberg & Gould (2018) imagery is used by athletes more commonly pre-competition, when compared to in or after competition, and is more frequently used around competition than around practice. However, imagery should and can be used pre-, in and post- both practice and competition and even outside of practice, such as at home, school or work or in fact when injured and unable to play sport.
Athletes may use imagery more around competition time in order to improve motivation and control arousal levels as competition is more stressful than practice and imagery may seem more relevant to an athlete at that point. However, athletes need to understand that they very much need to work on their imagery skills outside and in practice on a regular basis before using the skill in competition, in order to become proficient in the skill and be able to create more accurate, deliberate, and sharper images.
When, Where and Why to Use Imagery
Imagery can and should be used in a variety of different circumstances from practicing skills at home, to using imagery to improve technical skills during practice, to using imagery to boost confidence and improve focus during and before a competition.
 Example 1: Imagine you are in your home.  Note all the furniture and plants.  What sounds do you hear, what smell is usually present? What does the couch feel like under you as you sit and survey the scene Is the air moving, have you utilized all your senses possible?
Example 2: Imagine yourself performing a skill in practice from your chosen sport and imagine yourself performing it perfectly.  Do this skill several times.  How does your body feel, how is it positioned? What surrounds you that you can see? Feel the movement of your body through the skill noting key points. What does the ground feel like you are standing on? Any smells or tastes that you can perceive. Any noises around you on the field of play?
Example 3: Imagine yourself perform during a competition. Recall the visual, auditory, and kinesthetic feelings from the moment of your best performance.
Visually what does playing well look like, how is it different than when you are struggling. What does your body feel like in that moment/movement? The ground you are standing on, the temperature and what can you smell? What were the sounds you heard?  Can you recreate the sounds? 
When thinking about why we use imagery there are two functions that we distinguish; motivational and cognitive and we further separate these two functions into general and specific. 
Therefore, when we look at motivational-specific imagery, athletes can use imagery to visualize specific goals, as goals are essential for motivation, such as winning a medal in a race or receiving a trophy. Imagery in fact can support athletes in setting specific goals. Cognitive specific imagery on the other hand focuses on the performance of a particular motor skill, the knowing of how to perform a particular movement or technical skill.
Cognitive general imagery takes a wider focus and revolves around imagining entries routines and gameplans. 
Finally motivational-general imagery is split into two different sets of imagery skills, mastery focused, and arousal focused. The motivation-general arousal imagery can be used by an athlete to psych themselves up and increasing arousal but also to imagine control of arousal and relaxation. Motivation-general mastery focus is used to achieve positivity, focus and has also been related to mental toughness (Mattie & Munroe-Chandler, 2012). 
Factors that Can Affect Imagery
There are a variety of factors that can influence how effective the imagery we create is. Imagery ability, the ability to control and manipulate imagery and create vivid imagery involving several senses is the biggest factor when it comes to boosting the effectiveness of imagery. As imagery is very much a learnt skill, deliberate and frequent practice will improve control and vividness and therefore improve the effectiveness of imagery. 
The nature of the task plays a role in creating effective imagery skills. Specifically, as research has shown cognitive tasks, such as decision making, and perception show the greatest benefit (Weinberg & Gould, 2018). Practicing mentally what to do and how to overcome barriers or challenges has been shown to improve the ability to do just that and deal with challenges.
Imagery can be useful for the novice and the experienced athlete. The benefits an athlete gets from using imagery are more pronounced in an experienced athlete. Novice athletes may use imagery more in order to improve cognitive and technical skills. In more experienced players finetuning the skills and improving reaction time and decision making appears to be more affected.
Imagery has to be used together with physical practice. Physical and mental practice is not successful if the imagery work takes away from developing and fine-tuning physical skills, however if used in addition to rigorous physical training imagery practice can add additional value and improve skills further.
It is hypothesized (Roberts, Callow, Hardy, Woodman & Thomas, 2010) that personality, specifically a narcissistic personality may benefit more from imagery than other personality types, especially when taking the external view (where the athlete sees themselves perform), however more research needs to be done I order to investigate whether other personality types benefit more from learning imagery skills.



Theories
There are five primary theories when it comes to imagery.
Psychoneuromuscular Theory:
According to psychoneuromuscular theory imagery facilitates the learning of motor skills because of the neuromuscular activity that happens when imagining movements. Imagined events innervate the muscles slightly and they are hypothesized to be the same muscles as the ones used when we perform that particular movement. We use neural pathways that are similar when we perform and when we imagine the performance. By imagining a racket swing when serving in tennis we are in fact strengthening the neural pathways that control the muscles involved in the swing.
Symbolic Learning Theory:
In this theory imagery functions similar to coding to help athletes understand and learn new movement patterns. When using imagery an athlete creates a motor program in the central nervous system (CNS) that forms a mental blueprint that allows an athlete to be able to successfully perform a movement. 
Bioinformational Theory:
An image consists of two main types of propositions, the stimulus proposition, and the response proposition. The stimulus proposition in a tennis match is what the tennis player imagines seeing such as the spectators, the net, the opponent, the court. The response proposition for this athlete is the athlete’s response to the imagined stimulus, for example the feel of the racket in her hand when she swings, the way her body moves as she moves through the serve, the increase in heart rate, the swat trickling down her face.
Triple Code Model:
In this model firstly the image represents the outside world with a sensory realism that allows the athlete to interact with the image as if in real life. Secondly there is a somatic response to the imagination, which are psychophysiological changes in the body, these changes are similar to the bioinformational model. Third, there’s a meaning, an emotional connection of the image for the athlete. 
Psychological Skills Theory:
This model includes a number of different explanations for the effects of imagery. In the attention-arousal explanation imagery functions as a preparatory set to control arousal levels and allow the athlete to find their optimal zone of performance (IZOF).
The second explanation is that imagery acts as a skill that enhances/builds other important psychological skills use for performance enhancement, such as concentration and confidence. 
Why Should you Use Imagery?
Imagery is important for athletes to use for many reasons. Imagery has been shown to improve concentration, by imagining how you want to react in certain situations, reducing the chance of getting distracted and remaining composed and optimally aroused for the next play. Imagery has also been shown to improve motivation by imagining reaching a particular process, performance, or outcome goal.
Imagery skills can be used to build an athlete’s confidence and Callow & Waters (2005) found that kinesthetic imagery especially, mastering movement and technical skills, gives athletes a sense of being in control, knowing that they can perform the movements and therefore boosting their confidence. 
Imagery can help the athlete to control emotional responses and remain in their individualized zone of optimal performance, that is relevant to them and their sport. 
Most commonly athletes will relate imagery to the development of physical/technical skills such as throwing a free throw, a tennis serve, and these skills can be fine-tuned in their minds. 
Imagery can get the athlete ready for performance as they run through their preperformance routine in their mind, and this can help with improving focus and concentration.
Imagery skills can be important for an injured athlete as they can use imagery to perfect technical skills but also to imagine themselves moving through physical rehabilitation successfully and becoming strong, pain free and returning to the playing field again. When using imagery, the brain is not able to differentiate between physical activity or the use of imagery as the same neurological responses occur and studies have shown that the same nerve receptors are activated (Williams & Krane, 2014). Recovering from an injury mobility is usually restricted and using imagery to go through the range of motion creates neural pathways stimulates nerve endings resulting in the brain using those pathways and decreasing recovery time both physically and mentally. 
Developing an Imagery Training Program
Cumming and Williams (2012) identified five characteristics of the imagery process:
1. Modality – the senses used in imagery 
2. Perspective – the visual perspective (internal or external)
3. Angle – the viewing angle when it is external (front, back, side, or behind)
4. Agency – the author of the behavior being imagined (self or other)
5. Deliberation – the degree to which imagery is deliberate and controlled or triggered (spontaneous).
Considering these characteristics is an important component when we look to develop a successful imagery program.
The PETTLEP program has been proposed as a tool to support imagery program development, as it emphasizes aspects of imagery that are thought to make imagery skills more effective. Therefore, when we are planning a imagery skills program for our athletes we should keep the following factors in mind. 
Physical – The physical nature of the movement (tennis serve)
Environment – The actual physical environment the athlete finds themselves in (stadium, track)
Task – The type of task being performed (technical skill, drill)
Timing – The timing of the movement (when and also duration)
Learning – Learning the content of the movement
Emotion – The meaning or the emotion related to the movement
Perspective – The internal (as seen from the athlete’s perspective, also kinesthetic feel) and the external (seeing themselves as if on TV) perspective
Before developing an actual script, the athlete should identify the imagery senses (visual, auditory, touch, kinesthetic, olfactory, and gustatory) that either might need more work or that are particularly important for their particular sport and rate them, as to how well they can currently perform them.
Starting an imagery session when practicing the skill, we can have the athlete relax by using a mix of breath work (4s in, 2s hold, 4s out) together with walking in their mind from head to toe through different body parts and relaxing each area and feeling completely relaxed when they start their imagery practice.
The athlete should use their own words and “I” statements when they develop their script, of course a coach can help develop the script, however every athlete needs an individualized approach that creates their most vivid image. We will run through the development of an imagery script in more detail in our worksheet section below.
Additional Considerations
Images created will not be perfect when starting to practice imagery skills. Athletes need to understand this in order not to feel demotivated and giving up on visualization and also in order to not overload and overstimulate and short out their mind. Images initially might be not as sharp, vivid, and deliberate as desired. Focusing on one or two senses at the start and adding further senses to add to the vividness of the image created overtime is a sensible way to eventually create vivid, successful, and effective imagery.
We always need to remember that we want to both sharpen the image to improve the outcome (performance) and control the image by creating positive imagery. 








Worksheets
Imagery script for my 100m Masters track athlete:
 Create your own statements. Use “I” and “my” statements. See below suggestions for what you may want to consider creating vivid imagery. Not every sense may be as important to develop as others. Decide which ones are most crucial for your sport and the situation (pre or during race) you find yourself in.
Consider using a successful, your perfect race to recreate positive imagery.
Visual: What do you see in the stadium What does the track look like? Where are the spectators seated, where is the start and finish for the 100m, around which bend do you run in your race? Are you running daytime or are there floodlights? What lane do you see yourself running in? Imagine your opponents around you and your coach on the spectator tribune.
Auditory: What can you hear around you? What noises are there prior to the start and during the race, can you imagine hearing your coach and supporters, what is the sound that you hear running along the track? Can you hear your own footfall?
Kinesthetic: What do your movements feel like, how are you running, how is your start, what does it feel like to come out of the blocks? 
Touch: What does the track feel like to your hands and knees at the start, when you run?
Emotionally: how do you feel as you are running? Prior to the start? What emotions are optimal for you?
Olfactory: What does the track smell like, the competitors, the arena, what does it smell like in the starting area, as you run?
Taste: What can you taste as you run?

Once you have noted your impressions create a script below that walks you from warm-up on the track to the end of your race
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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XIII. Chapter Eight: Stress, Arousal & Anxiety
Taking a Closer Look at Arousal, Anxiety and Stress
Arousal, anxiety, and stress sometimes are used interchangeably; however, it is important to distinguish them and try and understand how they are related to each other. Arousal and anxiety can impact performance, but how much is too much and how much is too little? Especially anxiety has the reputation that it impacts performance negatively but is this really the case? Exploring the various arousal theories will give us an insight into how we can manage/manipulate arousal levels to our advantage.
Arousal is described as a mix of both physiological and psychological activity in an athlete (Weinberg & Gould, 2018) and refers to the intensity of motivation at a particular moment in time. High arousal physiologically will represent as elevated heart rate, sweating and fast breathing. Arousal in itself is neither related uniquely to just positive (winning) or negative (death of someone we know) emotions, high arousal can happen in both of those cases.
Anxiety on the other hand is a negative emotional state and it is associated with heightened arousal/activation levels in the body.  Saying this anxiety does not necessarily always have a negative influence on performance levels, not displaying any anxiety/arousal may leave an athlete feeling very flat and not able to perform well.  Anxiety can refer to an unpleasant psychological state in reaction to how an athlete perceives stress when they have to perform a task (Cheng, Hardy, Markland, 2009). 
Stress is defined as the imbalance between the demand (physiological and/or psychological) and the response capability of an individual. If there is an imbalance between demand and the perceived capability of the individual to be able to cope, then arousal and anxiety will heighten.
Stress Process
Stress is defined as the imbalance between the demand, physiological and/or psychological, and the response capability of an individual (Weinberg & Gould, 2018).
Stress has four stages, that are interrelated:
1. Environmental demand
2. Perception of demand
3. Stress response
4. Consequences of the response
The environmental demand can either be psychological or physiological or both, like for example a striker having to take a penalty or a student needing a particular grade in his final exams to be able to pass their course. 
The second stage depends on how each individual perceives and interprets the demands placed on them and this is arguably the most crucial part of the stress response as it is an area that we can influence through mental skills training, and it also highlights that the stress response is very individual to an athlete and/or a situation.  A highly confident striker who nearly always scores on penalties will interpret this demand placed on them as less stressful than an inexperienced younger player who is asked to do this in a competitive game for the first time. Also, if an individual has high trait anxiety, they may well interpret demands placed on them as more stressful than individuals with lower trait anxiety levels. The interpretation could range from welcoming the challenge and excitement to fear and dread.
The stress response is the physiological and psychological reactions to the demand placed on an individual and will depend on how stressful they perceive the demand. Physiologically consequences can be an increased somatic state anxiety in the inexperienced soccer player that leads to increased muscular tension and more rapid breathing and a loss of concentration. If the athlete feels like the demands match his capability to cope, their state anxiety level will not rise to a level where it leads to performance failure, and they may even be able to use the increase in arousal levels to be more focused and perform better.
The consequences of the stress response are the outcome, i.e., the penalty kick that either leads to a goal or a miss. The heightened arousal level can lead to better performance in a confident and experienced player whereas it can lead to a failure to score in a less experienced or highly anxious player.
Anxiety Trait and State, Cognitive and Somatic
Trait anxiety is part of the personality, a behavioral tendency that influences an individual’s behavior (Weinberg & Gould, 2018). An individual with high trait anxiety may interpret situations as worrying or threatening when they are in truth not necessarily dangerous whereas an individual who has a lower than appropriate stress response has low trait anxiety. 
State anxiety on the other hand is the anxiety that can change from one moment to the next depending on changing situations. State anxiety is also described as consciously perceived feelings of apprehension and tension, accompanied by activation or arousal of the autonomic nervous system (Weinberg & Gould, 2018).
An important difference between trait and state anxiety is that if an individual believes that they have the ability to cope and meet the challenge they have a control element in how state anxiety affects them. 
Anxiety can be divided into somatic and cognitive anxiety. Cognitive anxiety is the degree to which an individual worries about a certain situation and can present through excessive rumination and negative self-talk. And other detrimental thoughts. Cognitive anxiety can therefore distract from being able to focus on performing well and can heighten somatic anxiety symptoms which can then lead to performance failure.
Somatic anxiety is the changes to physiological activation such as measurable and potentially observable effects, such as increased heart rate, breathing rate and increased sweating. These changes are more or less easily identified and very much vary from athlete to athlete (Buron & Radeke, 2008). 
Anxiety and arousal are always both physiological and psychological. This mind-body connection is important when we are talking about arousal management. The Vagus nerve (cranial nerve X) has an important influence on the parasympathetic nervous system (the calming side of our autonomic nervous system) and can help us to naturally calm our stress responses by using breathwork as it influences breathing, relaxation (lowering heartrate) and inflammation amongst other things.
Theories
Drive Theory is in some ways the most simplistic of the arousal theories as the relationship between arousal and performance is seen as linear and direct, hence the higher the arousal level the better the performance. This theory is not well supported (Weinberg & Gould, 2018) as it ignores the fact that athletes can get too aroused an anxious. However, the theory may have some applicability in a sport such as powerlifting where the action is short enough to directly relate arousal with performance.
The inverted U hypothesis states that at low arousal levels performance will also be low, as arousal rises, performance improves up to a certain point, after that point performance worsens again. This makes more sense as we all know that athletes have optimal arousal levels but can also feel flat (under aroused) or highly anxious and over aroused. The inverted U hypothesis still offers a somewhat simplistic view, especially because of its shape, that is it is symmetrical, as this would assume that optimal arousal is found at the midpoint of the arousal continuum, which does not allow for individual differences. The inverted U hypothesis however forms part of other theories such as the multidimensional anxiety theory as discussed below.
The multidimensional anxiety theory states that cognitive state anxiety, worry about an unknown, an outcome, is negatively related to performance, hence the more worried an athlete is the worse their performance gets. On the other hand, somatic (physiological) anxiety is related to performance in an inverted U sense, which means that physical symptoms of anxiety will positively influence performance up to a certain point after which performance failure or decrease in performance occurs. This theory is not fully supported by research either (Mellalieu, Neil, Hampton, 2006) as it seems that both cognitive and somatic anxiety are influenced by how an athlete interprets their anxiety, but it goes some way to explaining how somatic and cognitive anxiety relate.
Catastrophe theory predicts that physiological arousal, i.e., increased heart rate, increased sweating, faster breathing, is related to performance in an inverted U fashion, hence performance increases up to a certain point and then drops, however this is only the case if the athlete has low cognitive state anxiety (little worry). With high state anxiety once a certain threshold has been reached there is a rapid decrease in performance, a catastrophe occurs, and performance drops dramatically.
Therefore, depending on the amount of cognitive anxiety an athlete displays the physiological arousal levels can vary widely and when an athlete is very worried performance drops dramatically once overarousal has occurred. Also worth noting is that coming back from the catastrophic decline in performance takes longer and recovery is slow. It is difficult to definitively prove this theory however it shows that ideal physiological arousal is not enough for optimal performance, we need to be aware of an athlete’s tendency to worry  (their cognitive state anxiety).
The IZOF model
The individualized zones of optimal functioning model (IZOF) supports performance states in proposing that athletes have a zone of optimal/state anxiety in which they can perform optimally. With levels either too low or too high-performance decreases. There is a vast amount of research that supports this particular theory. The IZOF model is different from other models in that it proposes that some athletes have their best performance with lower arousal state anxiety levels and others can have high levels of arousal and perform at their best at those levels. As the name implies the model supports the notion that each athlete and to a certain degree each sport and different game situations have their own optimal zone of functioning. There is a certain bandwidth, not just a certain point, at which performance is optimal. As coaches it is important that we understand that each of our athletes will require higher or lower arousal levels for their best performance and we cannot use a one size fits all model.
The model has been expanded more recently to not just include anxiety levels but also other emotions such as anger. Some athletes may interpret anger as a way to intensify their focus and improve their performance, whereas some may get distracted and this emotion quickly takes them out of their optimal zone of functioning. Coaches must understand that different athletes will have different levels of arousal and anxiety where they perform at their best and need to encourage the athlete to be able to recognize those and support them in the search for finding the optimal level and creating strategies to reach those arousal levels pre- and during competition.

Arousal & Performance: Managing Stress, Arousal, and Anxiety
Arousal levels are influenced by and influence many other mental skills. Working with athletes we need to help them create awareness of their optimal arousal levels, by journaling for example and support them in finding the mental skills that best suit them to control/manage their arousal levels.
Focusing skills can be severely hampered if an athlete is too aroused/ too anxious and it can cause them to lose concentration or it can narrow their focus so much that they are unable to have a broader focus on the entire playing field when needing to pass a ball for example. Having practiced and created routines around focus and maintaining concentration in performance situations can however be helpful for athletes to manage their arousal levels.
When looking at imagery we can see that emotional levels and not just the various senses can make an imagined event more vivid. If an athlete is able to identify their IZOF and they can use that emotional/arousal level as part of seeing, hearing, feeling the image they are able to create a clearer image. Imagery also allows athletes to rehearse their optimal arousal levels together with the other senses as part of imagery, which is an important component in managing stress and arousal.
An essential part of creating performance routines for an athlete is to be aware of their IZOF for before and during competition and to have a strategy and the tools to be able to either lower their arousal levels or increase them to optimal levels to allow for optimal performance. Practicing and perfecting the performance routines can help an athlete reach their IZOF when required. Having routines to fall back on under stress can help lower or control the arousal level, anxiety, and stress response.
It has been shown that an athlete who is confident in their ability will be able to interpret higher arousal levels or state anxiety levels more positively and not get too highly aroused as they feel more in control. One important way to improve self-confidence is the use of functional self-talk, therefore optimizing one’s self-talk can have a positive effect on optimal arousal levels and interpretation of anxiety and arousal levels.
Having set SMARTER/SMARTS goals that are realistic and self-determined will increase an athlete’s confidence levels and similar to functional self-talk this can improve self- efficacy and self-confidence, which will have a positive influence on cognitive state anxiety levels, as worry about an outcome will be lower in a confident athlete. Therefore, goal setting can play its role in controlling anxiety levels and therefore improve optimal functioning.
Finally, a mentally tough client who interprets challenges as an opportunity and not as a threat, who has clearly defined goals that they are committed to, who has high levels of self-confidence, and who feel in control will interpret and perceive challenging situations, differently than an athlete with low confidence who does not feel in control. If cognitive state (worry) anxiety is low, then somatic anxiety or arousal can lead to better performances, within limits of course, and this can therefore positively influence the arousal level-performance relationship for a mentally tough athlete.
An important component of managing arousal and anxiety for our athletes is to acknowledge and accept their anxiety is a normal reaction to stressful situations. Acceptance is the first step to be able to then harness the positive effects from arousal.



Worksheet
It is important for you as an athlete to become aware and knowledgeable about how you react to various situations in your sport setting and how you deal with stressors, arousal (of emotions) and anxiety and how this affects your performance.
1. Journal post practice and competition what you felt your arousal levels were and how this affected your performance.
2. Complete the Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2 (STAI-2) : State Trait Anxiety Inventory (advancedassessments.co.uk) and or the
3. Sport Competition Anxiety Test : About the Sport Competition Anxiety Test (SCAT) (topendsports.com)
Self-talk: Identify functional self-talk that allows you to manage your arousal and stress responses:
Start with identifying a purpose for the script, you want to manage and control your arousal levels. You should start with listing your thoughts in numerical order and for the final script you should ensure that it is in a narrative form, 
Purpose
2. ______________________________________________________________
a. Specific thoughts, positive thoughts affirmations, cue words & counterarguments
i. _________________________________________________________
ii. _________________________________________________________
iii. _________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

Mindfulness: 
Use on its own or use with self-talk cues to manage your anxiety and arousal responses:
Breathing techniques:
Slow down breathing and activate your parasympathetic nervous system by 
Breathing 1 for 4 seconds, hold for 4 seconds, breath out for 4 seconds. Eyes closed
Breathe and relax body parts: Close your eyes, walk through your body, body part by body part and focus on relaxing each one after another whilst breathing in and out slowly. This can be a good pre-competition routine
Imagery: When creating an image of a great performance use all the senses that are relevant and also identify how aroused you feel, practice achieving this arousal level with each imagery practice you do and use techniques such as mindfulness and cues and trigger words to get you to that point.
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IX.  Chapter Nine – Handling Performance Errors & Setbacks
Performance errors and setbacks come with the territory in sports, and they happen to all, even the best, athletes. Therefore, athletes in order to be successful need to acknowledge that performance setbacks happen, and we need to create strategies and build our athletes’ mental skills to give them the tools to learn how to cope with and come back as stronger and better athletes after a setback. Making errors and having setbacks is human, if we can acknowledge and accept them and learn from them, they can even be a source of growth for an athlete. Sometimes whoever makes fewer errors will come out on top, and this will depend on who can deal better with errors and setbacks. An athlete who lets one error lead to more errors as they are unable to deal with the consequences will likely lose the game, whereas the athlete that doesn’t let the error dominate their next action and thoughts will likely end up being the winner.
Internal & External Performance Feedback
Internal feedback as an answer to competitive stress and pressure, or performance errors and setbacks, can be represented by negative thoughts, doubts, worries and other negatively perceived emotions, but also physical tension and negative imagery. It can of course also be a more positive response, depending on how the athlete is able to respond to the demands place on them. 
External feedback can come from reacting to what coaches, the spectators, teammates, and opponents do or how they react to the athlete’s error. Again, this feedback can be distracting and counterproductive or if the athlete has learnt to deal with setbacks in performance by using self-talk, controlling their arousal levels and anxiety, it can also be more neutral and will allow the athlete to continue to play. Therefore, both internal and external feedback to an error or a setback can either lead to a positive or negative outcome, depending on how well prepared an athlete is when facing challenges.
Coping: Emotion & Problem Focused
According to Weinberg & Gould (2018) task oriented coping, which they call problem focused coping, involves trying to alter or manage the problem that is causing stress to the athlete, and can include actions taken such as information gathering, making pre-competition and competition plans and establish routines, setting goals, ensuring good time management, self-talk and increasing effort and also adhering to an injury rehab program if the problem is an injury. 
In emotion focused coping an effort is made to regulate the emotional response that occurs because of the problem that the athlete experiences. This type of coping involves behaviors such as meditation, mindfulness, relaxation, wishful thinking reappraisal, self-blame, withdrawal, and cognitive efforts to change the meaning of the problem (but not the problem itself). 
When we can see that realistically we can change situations then we are more likely to use a problem focused coping strategy. If we feel that the situation cannot be changed then we are more likely to utilize emotion focused coping techniques.
Resilience
Resilience is the ability to be able to bounce back from setbacks and adversity. Building resilience in an athlete is therefore important and mental toughness can be considered part of resilience as competitiveness, determination, commitment, and persistence are all key in coping with adversity.
At the heart of resilience as Weinberg & Gould (2018) point out is the use of coping strategies to deal with unpleasant emotions after injury, poor performances or being cut from a team for example. Sociocultural influences such as social support from the athlete’s most immediate environment, like coaches, teammates, and friends, have also been shown to be critical. 
Coping with adversity and setbacks is unpleasant and difficult, however the growth and learning that comes from it can result in gaining perspective and motivation to help others, which is conducive to a healthier athlete identity too.
Resilience can be taught and trained and is not just part of a personality type. Building resilience is also more than just coping and getting through the hard times but being able to thrive when coming out at the other end. 
Some tips to build resilience are having a strong core set of beliefs, keeping a positive outlook, and trying to find meaning in stressful situations, learning from other resilient peers, face things that scare us, seeking support, not beating ourselves up over past mistakes. Personal qualities, an autonomy supportive coaching environment and the ability to view stressors as challenges and not threats are considered important in building resilience in athletes according to Fletcher & Sarkar (2016).
Putting it all Together
Factors such as fatigue, skill deficit, injury, psychological and environmental stress can play a role in how likely it is that error and setbacks occur. An athlete who is always fatigued and doesn’t recover well, will lack focus and concentration, and is bound to make more errors. A more skilled athlete will naturally make less errors than someone newer to a sport. Hence working on mental skills with a newer athlete is just as important as it is for an experienced athlete. Injury can lead to worry about reinjury, and loss of training time can lead to loss in confidence and skills and therefore are more error prone. Injured athletes are at a big advantage if they have the mental skills to be able to cope with these setbacks. 
An athlete is more prone to performance errors if they focus more on the external (distractions) and if they are not fully in the moment.  Their focus is not on playing or competing, but on not making errors and the focus is on what others may think of their performance rather than focusing on the here and now and what they can control. 
Developing focusing and concentration skills is therefore key for an athlete to be able to respond setbacks and performance errors.
An athlete who has high trait anxiety may be more prone to make performance errors in stressful situations as they may become too anxious and over aroused to the point that they may fail or choke. If an athlete has learnt to identify their individualized zone of optimal functioning (IZOF) and to manage their arousal levels and state anxiety to have developed another key skill to deal with setbacks, as it also prevents them from becoming more aroused.
An athlete who uses dysfunctional, negative self-talk and who has low self-efficacy and self-confidence will see performance errors as entirely their fault and may dwell on them rather than being able to let go of them and just getting on with the next race/shot/gameplan whatever the case might be. That is why practicing and being able to utilize functional self-talk in situations like this can be so powerful. It allows the athlete to refocus and get on with what needs to be done in the here and now. 
Mindfulness techniques such as calming breaths with or without positive, refocusing cue words are also useful in these situations. If an athlete has not practiced refocusing techniques and how to deal with distractions, performance failure could be thought of as a major distraction, will struggle to return to the next steps that need to be taken in the game and may end up getting more tense and more aroused and anxious which will make the situation worse rather than better. This can also lead to continuous performance errors.
Having a routine for how to refocus when distracted and how to react to a mistake and return from a performance error will be majorly useful for an athlete. Rather than getting more and more anxious they can fall back on a routine that allows them to return to the here and now, to refocus, to not tense up and get back to their IZOF. 
An athlete who can successfully use and control positive imagery can use visualization after refocusing to run through the next step they need to take in their race/game and continue to pursue their goals. 
A mentally tough athlete with an unshakable self-belief, even when they face adversity will be coming back from performance errors much easier. Adversity to a mentally tough athlete is a challenge and an opportunity to grow and improve and not a threat or an excuse to fail. Mentally tough athletes are able to bounce back and thrive under pressure and this is the response we ideally want to see after a performance error/setback occurs.
It is important that we help athletes acknowledge that performance errors and setbacks happen to everyone. It is how they perceive this setback and how they react to it that will make a real difference to their overall performance. An athlete who is not mentally prepared to see performance errors as an opportunity rather than as a threat will more likely struggle more to come back from making mistakes and will also fear making mistakes more which in itself can cause performance errors. Perfectionists also may struggle to come to terms with accepting that performance errors will happen and therefore may also struggle with the consequences of such an error.
Athletes who overidentify with their role as an athlete and who have what we call an unhealthy athlete identity may also be less accepting of making performance errors and may struggle with external and internal feedback to such performance failures, which again may make them more prone to experience them in the future.
Worksheet
Create awareness around what situations you might encounter where you need to come back from failure and acknowledge that you will fail or make performance errors, but it is in your control how you react to these challenges. This is why you are building a routine to allow you to come back from setbacks.
What feedback (internal and/or external) influenced your response and what was your response?
What changes can you make to change your response (if it was unfavourable)?
What skills can you use to change your response (self-talk, mindfulness, imagery, routine, goals)?
How confident are you that you can change your response? 
Create a response routine: (immediate in the situation) Example
Include a short breathing technique such as clenching your hands into fists and letting them relax as you breathe out slowly, imagine that as you do this you let go of what just happened (error). 
As you breathe out you leave the error behind and you’re able to refocus. Use an appropriate cue word that helps you to refocus on the here and now and use brief imagery to rehearse what your next step will be. 
Get back and perform!
Create a response routine for after a game
Allow yourself to look back at your error and recognize how you could have avoided it.
Create new, positive imagery that will help you perform better in your next race/game
Rehearse this in training using cue words on top of imagery
Using breathing, mindfulness technique to control your arousal to rehearse this situation in practice to prepare you for the situation in competition
Rewrite the narrative around the particular performance error
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Chapter 10: Technologies
Technology and apps have revolutionized many areas of our lives and dealing with mental health issues, self-improvement and performance management is no exception. Below is a limited list of apps and questionnaires that can be used to assess mental skills and improve mentals skills such as creating performance routines, creating imagery skills, improving self-talk, setting goals, improving concentration, and managing arousal levels.
I have also chosen to discuss the benefits and drawbacks of social media use in the performance and coaching environment.
Mental Skills Training Resources
	Athlete Identity
	· AIMS (Athletic Identity Measurement Scale)
· Prezence - presence simplified (prznce.com)
· Five Minute Journal App – Intelligent Change

	Performance Routines
	· STREAKS. The to-do list that helps you form good habits. For iOS. (streaksapp.com)
· Habitica - Gamify Your Life

	Self-Talk
	· Self-talk Use Questionnaire (STUQ)
· Thought Record (Wtrorksheet) | Therapist Aid
· Prezence - presence simplified (prznce.com)
· CBT Thought Diary - The #1 FREE Mood Journal and Thought Record for Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT). Feel better with an effective and evidence-based technique.

	Goal Setting
	· GoalsOnTrack - Goal Software for High Achievers
· Fitness Goal-Setting Software | Fitness Assessment Software (teambuildr.com)
· Prezence - presence simplified (prznce.com)

	Mental Toughness
	· Mental Toughness Questionnaire
· MTQPlus Assessment - AQR International
· 🏆 Mental Skills Training App For Athletes - Champion’s Mind 🏆 (championsmind.app)
· Athlete Coping Skills Inventory

	Concentration & Focus
	· Concentration Grids For Mental Performance | Online & Download Concentration Grids | ConcentrationGrids.com
· NeuroTracker | #1 Cognitive Training System in the World (neurotrackerx.com)
· Lumosity Brain Training: Challenge & Improve Your Mind

	Imagery
	· Sport Imagery Ability Questionnaire (SIAQ)
· (PDF) The Sport Imagery Ability Questionnaire Manual (researchgate.net)
· Home - EnVision 

	Arousal Management
	· POMS Test (Profile of Mood States) -n Questionnaire
· https://www.headspace.com/login
· Calm - The #1 App for Meditation and Sleep

	Performance Errors & Setbacks
	· Mood tracking journal and diary for iOS and Android
· Mood tracking journal and diary for iOS and Android


 
Social Media
Social Media can be a great way to get more people interested and engaged with what we are doing in the sport psychology, coaching and performance consultant world. If used in an ethical manner it is a fantastic way to spread the word, make connections with other practitioners from around the world and it allows practitioners to keep up with clients/athletes wherever in the country/world they might be. 
It can be easier to stay in touch with clients/athletes and monitor them more closely despite them being on the road and therefore we are also able to offer more regular services or services when needed ad hoc. However, we need to be careful that we do put certain boundaries on our availability.
Literature Review on Social Media Use
Cotterill & Symes’ (2014) review summarizes the positives and drawbacks of social media (SM) use by sport psychology consultants. They lament the fact that whilst there are guidelines for clinical psychologists and medical professionals, these do not currently exist for sport psychologists. 
In terms of technology advancement and social media use the eight years that have passed since this review was written are nearly an eternity and it would be very useful to have an updated review of use of SM and any studies conducted within sport psychology pertaining to it, especially as so much of our work has moved online since the Covid-19 pandemic started. 
Their main positive points for social media use were the fact that it was an effective way to support athletes, it made sharing and synchronizing information much easier, being able to provide useful resources to clients and being able to provide feedback much quicker and easier and in a variety of mediums (voice, video, text). Furthermore, it made it easier to access information and use SM to spread information and to keep up with advancements in sport psychology in a fast-moving world. 
Drawbacks of social media use are the expectations of being available 24/7, ensuring client confidentiality and not having any boundary crossings between athlete/client and consultant by sharing confidential information.
The study by Fortes et al. (2021) takes quite a different look at the use of social media as they investigate how social media use prior to volleyball training matches influences mental fatigue and therefore performance by amateur players (specifically looking at jump performance). Effects on cognitive abilities and decision making (attack and pass), counter movement jumps, endurance performance and accuracy and response time (Stroop performance) were also measured. 
Smart phone and social media use and the above outcome measures were investigated over a four-week period during training (not competition) settings. Frequent use of social media immediately prior to training sessions did not have a detrimental effect on jump and endurance performance but it hindered decision making and the group using social media also had a slower response time and self-reported a higher session RPE and subjectively felt more mentally fatigued (VAS). The control group watched Olympic games related videos on a TV rather than not receiving any stimulation at all. 
Some cognitive functions, mental fatigue, response time and decision making (attack or pass) were therefore found to be hindered by frequent social media use, which could affect overall performance of the team, something that was not measured in this study.  
The study was conducted on a small sample of 24 male volleyball players, this small sample is a limitation for this study, and it is suggested that EEG should be used in future studies to investigate mental fatigue not just subjectively via VAS (theta waves are indicators of MF). The media age was 15.7 years which leaves open the question whether the results would be different in older, more mature participants. Lastly it was suggested that female athletes should be included in the next study.
Professional, Ethical, & Moral Considerations of Social Media Use
From an ethical point of view and as Cotterill & Symes (2014) repeatedly point out as practitioners we need to be very careful that we do not cross the line in regard to the consultant/client relationship. On social media platforms such as Facebook we should not become friends with our clients, we may however let them into a Sport Psychology Community group. Secondly, we also need to ensure that in these group settings (be that Whatsapp, Facebook groups etc.)  we maintain confidentiality. We have to ensure that we do not cross any boundaries with our athletes. We need to accept and understand if any of our athletes are unwilling or reluctant to use social media and need to ensure that we seek permission before we share the fact that we work with them and before we use any footage etc from training sessions on social media.
Examples of Implications for Applied Practice
I face other practical implications with my clients who use Strava (mainly used by runners/triathletes, endurance athletes etc.) as their main chosen social media platform. On the one hand it is an easy place for me to see all the important data for my clients (distance, pace, hear rate, elevation on route, stride rate) which as a coach makes Strava a very useful tool.
I however also see how athletes become obsessed with their data without fully understanding how to analyse the data and there is a lot of comparison and also negative self-talk happening. Individuals compare themselves a lot, and feel they are not doing enough, are too slow, are not doing as well as they could, without thinking about context, such as what they are training for, where in their season they are, how they have slept, and other lifestyle factors. 
On the positive side Strava can be used as a motivational tool for athletes. As a coach/consultant it is part of my job to give context to their comparison mania and continually educate them on what the data means and what that means for their performance.
Other social media outlets such as Instagram can be another source of making comparisons, This is truly a major downside to social media use as it can obviously be used as a source of motivation but can at the same time really knock someone’s confidence.
As a professional coach and health care practitioner I also find it challenging when having to deal with so called coaches or so-called therapists who do not have proper credentials and seem to offer people easy solutions, which are often based around whichever approach has worked for them without having in depth knowledge or experience and they really cannot see the big picture.
Some of these individuals are often great at marketing themselves but can offer potentially damaging advice to individuals. My answer as a professional to people seeking my opinion on social media channels is that I need more information and cannot simply give advice or make diagnoses over social media. Getting people who look for advice and coaching to understand the difference between a professional and a pretender can be really difficult at times.

How We Can Make It Work for our Athletes
We can assume that most if not all of our clients/athletes use some form of social media. That is a reality we need to accept. What we can do however is to create more awareness around their social media use, how it makes them feel and possibly how it affects their performance. We can help our athletes to create some guidelines for themselves that allows them to harness the positives from social media without creating too much negative impact on their performance and mental health.
Questions to ask:
· What social media do you use?
· How often do you use it?
· For how long on average each day do you use it? 
· Does this change around competition(s)? If so, how?
· When/how do you use it before, during, and after performance?
· Identify some positives of your own social media use
· Identify the negatives of your own social media use
· How does it affect your thoughts and emotions? Think about positives and negatives here
· Has social media use ever affected your performance (negatively), if so, what happened?
When social media negatively impacts performance, we can try and manage this by using some tools from previous chapters
· Routines: Create a routine for social media usage around pre and on competition days
· Self-talk: Recognize and manage dysfunctional self-talk that may come up from social media use
· Goal setting: Set goals around smartphone and/or social media use
· Focus: Be aware of and manage distractions connected to social media
· Performance states: Does social media use create anxiety; make you feel stressed or get you too highly aroused? Use mindfulness techniques to return to the here and now and recognize when this happens and work on stopping social media use when performance states are not ideal.
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