

[image: images]



Die Psyche des Schusses

[image: ]

[image: ]

Heinz Reinkemeier, born 1955, psychologist, publicist, rifle coach, sport psychologist and amateur photographer. Author of Englishlanguage titles including On the Training of Shooters and Ways of the Rifle and German-language titles on rifle training and Olympic pistol shooting. Publications in specialist journals in Germany and other countries. TV productions, coaching videos, posters and other teaching materials for shooting disciplines and sport psychology. Design and development of equipment. Has been training coaches nationally and internationally since 1980. Assistant German national coach and team psychologist from 1978 to 2004, sport psychology projects in a range of individual and team disciplines. Coaches German league air rifle club Hubertus Elsen, German champions in 2006 and 2012.

Authors

[image: ]

Gaby Bühlmann, born 1964 in Switzerland, psychologist. European air rifle champion 1997, holder of several other World and European championship titles in air rifle, crossbow, 3 x 20, OM and 300 meter events. Participated in five Olympic Games between 1988 and 2004. Co-author of our specialist publications and coaching videos in this field. Has coached and trained other coaches in several countries since 1988. Projects in the field of sport psychology including in other individual and team sports. Italian national trainer since 2004 and personal coach to individual shooters from many different countries. These include Olympic champions Abhinav Bindra (IND) and Jonas Edmann (SWE), and silver medalist Valentina Turisini (ITA). Italy was the most successful rifle team at the 2012 Olympic Games in London, with Niccolo Campriani winning silver in air rifle and gold in 3x40.

[image: ]

Linguatext Ltd. (www.linguatext.com) is a small team of professional translators based in Edinburgh, Scotland.

Specializing in German-to-English translation, it handles a wide range of subject matter and text types for individuals and major international corporations alike. The entire team is dedicated to delivering high-quality results in close cooperation with customers.

The Psyche des Schusses was translated by Alison Duncan and checked and proofread by Derek Robinson and Andrew Wood.



[image: images]



[image: ]

Psyche was a princess of such extraordinary loveliness that everyone was in awe of her. But Aphrodite, the goddess of beauty and love, was jealous of the attention Psyche attracted. Angered by this neglect, she ordered her son Eros to make Psyche fall in love with a hideous monster. Instead, Eros fell in love with Psyche himself. With Eros’ intervention, an oracle of Apollo told Psyche’s parents to dress her for a wedding and leave her on a remote mountain top, where she would be taken by a monster. But instead of a monster, it was Zephyrus, god of the gentle west wind, who came to her and carried her off to a splendid palace. The following night, Eros came to Psyche’s bed. She did not know who he was and he forbade her to look at him. Psyche experienced many happy hours, but soon she wanted to be able to tell her sisters of her joy. With Eros’ permission, Zephyrus brought the sisters to Psyche. However, jealous of their sister’s happiness, they told Psyche that her lover might in fact be a monster. Psyche could restrain her curiosity and fear no longer. One night, she armed herself with an oil lamp and a knife in case she had to kill a horrible creature. But, as she lit the lamp, her eyes fell on the beautiful form of Eros in her bed. A drop of hot oil from the lamp woke Eros, and he fled. Desperately, Psyche tried to find him. No one would help her for fear of incurring the wrath of the jealous Aphrodite. Finally, Psyche herself went to Aphrodite, who set her a series of almost impossible tasks. To fulfill one of these tasks, Psyche had to go to Persephone, goddess of the Underworld, and fetch a vial containing a beauty ointment. On her journey back, Psyche opened the sealed vial. It released a strong scent that put Psyche into a deep sleep from which she could not awake. The besotted Eros, who was now looking for Psyche, came across her sleeping form. Using his wings, he managed to wake her. On Mount Olympus, Eros begged Zeus to make Aphrodite reconcile her differences with Psyche. Zeus then made Psyche immortal. All of the gods and goddesses attended the joyful wedding of Eros and Psyche.

Apuleius, Metamorphoses IV 28 VI 24.

In Greek, the word psychein means to breathe.

Psyche became assured of a lasting place in history when, in 1540, Phillip Melanchthon used psychology to refer to the study of our inner lives.
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Introduction

Pessure and intension

Sport and psychology

Psychology is the science of experience and behavior. It explains what we perceive and what we feel, what we think and what we subsequently do. We humans have been asking these questions ever since we first developed the ability to reflect on our own thoughts and actions.

Accordingly, sport psychology focuses on what people in sporting environments experience and how they behave. By making a distinction between sport and other areas of life, we thus assume that it is governed by a different, very specific set of conditions.

In Germany, sport psychology has been an independent discipline since 1920 when R.W. Schulte conducted a series of experiments at the Hochschule für Leibesübungen (German Academy for Physical Education) in the Spandau district of Berlin. These tested reaction speeds to predict whether an individual was suited to a particular sport.
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These days, sport psychology addresses a far wider range of issues. To begin with, the emphasis was on educational development. However, attention soon shifted to competitive sportsmen and women. Exceptional athletes have attracted enormous interest ever since ancient times. Understanding their particular talents and – conversely – finding ways to encourage these talents became the focal point and the figurehead for the entire discipline.

Advising and supporting elite athletes is currently the best known area of sport psychology. The focus is on preparing such individuals for competition. The phenomenon of performance under pressure fascinates psychologists, sports persons and the public in equal measure. Staying strong in conflict situations is the ultimate goal both on the sports field and in professional life.

30 million Germans are members of sports clubs and organizations. Many others enjoy sporting activities on the land, in the water or in the air. They also enjoy pitting their own skills against those of other people. Competition invigorates the spirit and motivates tired limbs. If we engage in this type of activity, we will encounter issues relating to sport psychology. Our achievements are very closely connected to the internal dialog that goes on in our heads: “I can do this” or “Just do it”. Before our muscles can master a new task, our little gray cells first have to be ready and willing to tackle the challenge.

As a result, sport psychology has found a second, far greater area of application outside the relatively exclusive circle of competitive athletes. Any sporting activity undertaken at any age is rooted in a psychological process that determines our ability to perform and our enjoyment. If we want to improve our performance or enjoy our chosen form of exercise more, we will sooner or later come up against a fundamental psychological question: “What exactly is this agitation that comes over me just before I start and how can I get it under control?” This uncertainty is followed by a more pragmatic counter reaction, specifically a desire to do well despite the nerves: “Don’t crack under pressure”. In elite and recreational sport alike, the essence of the psychological aspect lies in not letting stress get the upper hand. Staying calm when things get crazy. Keeping cool when it comes to the crunch. Keeping a clear head when everything is utterly chaotic. Putting that penalty into the back of the net when there’s a place in the soccer World Cup at stake.

This is what people now expect of sport psychology. If we succeed, we’re seen as mentally strong. If we mess it up, then we have problems with our nerves and need coaching for mind as well as body.
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In any book about sport psychology, the author naturally hopes he can turn the reader into a competitor with nerves of steel. Each page is a new step on the path to mental fortitude. By the last sentence, the book will have created a finely-honed athlete with a bright and successful future.

In reality, the psychology of competition is a far more complex beast. Unlike what some sources would have us believe, addressing our own internal turmoil is a challenging and often very difficult process. Success is a matter of blood, sweat and tears. It’s impossible to achieve victory in any sporting competition without first overcoming a series of internal hurdles. That can’t be done simply by gleaning tips and tricks from books. In our experience, attaining the requisite mental strength demands a hefty dose of training and practice. It also requires appropriate methods – in other words, strategies that really get things moving in the right direction.
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If you set out on the right path but only manage a few steps, you won’t get far at all. Similarly, making great leaps in the wrong direction will ultimately get you nowhere. Many people spend decades trying to prove themselves in competitions, but end up settling for a level of performance that lies below their true technical abilities. That’s because the mental strategies they use are either unsuitable or are not being applied systematically.

Approach, content and scope: Although sportsmen and women are well aware of the importance of regular training to maintain technique and physical fitness, many of them expect miracles when it comes to the psychological side of things. Over the next two pages, we’ll explain why this is not the right way to think. Psychological stability relies on employing the correct methods and being committed to internalizing these, staying in shape and, above all, adapting our own actions to reflect what’s happening in the competition. Keeping your nerve is, first and foremost, a matter of practice. This book looks at the approach, content and scope of the required lessons and exercises.
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We have compiled a range of information on this subject over the following pages. Some of it we learned during our studies, some is drawn from our time as competitive athletes, and some from our experience with people at the top of their game in a range of sporting disciplines.

This text offers a wealth of potentially new information. And once you start reading, sheer curiosity might make you lose sight of the questions you originally wanted answers to.

With that in mind, we’d like you to take a moment to establish where you stand now. Think for a second about why you bought this book. Are you experiencing a specific problem that you hope to resolve with the help of this text?

Write down your objectives and your specific practical issues right now. This will ensure you come out at the other end with the best possible solutions. Take a few minutes to think back to a competitive situation where you hit a psychological wall. Three to five real-life problems are enough to identify your typical psychological crisis. Try to formulate the difficulties you’re having as clearly as possible (e.g. “be calmer at the start” rather than simply “self-confidence”).

[image: ]

While working your way through the book, keep referring back to these basic issues. Each time, think about how the new things you have learned could help you overcome your own problems. Begin putting these ideas into practice as soon as possible and be confident about the outcome.

This way, you may be able to turn a lot of theory into tangible practical results. Sometimes, it just takes that little bit extra to get the ball rolling!

Chicken and Egg

Body or mind?

Is a successful shot down to good technique or the right psychological preparation? When a professional player fails to sink an 80cm putt, is it because he’s missed his swing or because his nerves have given out? How did you feel about the key moment in your last important competition? Was it a question of technique or a matter of holding your nerve?

In the field of competition-oriented sport psychology, this is the million-dollar question: Is the way we act defined by our physical skills or by our mental state?

Humanists will no doubt argue that body and mind are a single entity and, as such, are equally responsible for our success or our failure.

But hold on a second. Some of our sporting titans clearly believe they are at the mercy of their nerves. Golfing legend Ben Hogan said: “Golf is 20 percent talent and 80 percent management”. This statement is echoed in one form or another by top athletes in all disciplines.

There are so many similar quotes from heroes of the sporting world that this sentiment has effectively become a natural law. Even a first-grader overstepping the mark when making his leap into the long jump pit will already construe it as a psychological failure, with any criticism from his teacher about the technique of his run-up being dismissed as overly picky.
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We have personally witnessed a good number of competitions, particularly in the shooting disciplines, including some Olympic finals. Here, as at most other tournaments, athletes overwhelmingly describe their triumphs and defeats in terms of their psychological response: “I was just too nervous,... I was suddenly completely certain,...I thought, what if...” These are just some of the typical statements coaches and assistants get to hear after a final. Unsurprisingly, they also make the headlines of the sports media very soon after.

We take a very different approach. As professional coaches and experienced psychologists, we believe technique and psyche go hand in hand. That’s why we feel qualified to judge to what extent situations are determined by technical skill or mental strength. To us, it seems clear that technique and tactics are the dominant factors. When mistakes happen – even in Olympic finals – it’s because the athlete has not moved his body properly. The gold medal always goes to the person who is technically superior. Our experience would essentially turn Ben Hogan’s statement on its head, putting technique and psyche at a ratio of 80:20. Although nerves are important, it’s our physical movements that sink the putt or hit the target!

This is a pretty unconventional viewpoint for the authors of a book on the psychology of competitions. However, it is backed up by our experience of countless reallife scenarios which, as professionals, we naturally discuss in detail every time.

Yet what really confirms our views is not so much these internal discussions as our own practical experience. Ever since we have been getting athletes to focus on technique and tactics and assign the psyche a more secondary role, our shooters have greatly improved their precision and accuracy – even on really big occasions.

We chose to write this book because we feel very strongly that the psychological factor has, in many cases, been blown out of all proportion. Really, it’s no more than a paper tiger. Athletes, coaches and assistants frantically seek this holy grail, not realizing that it’’s often much overrated. Taking a more balanced approach would not only be a great relief to them, but would also generate better results. Some people torture themselves with attempting positive thinking and mental replay. In fact, they would achieve a lot more by focusing on carefully honing their technique.

When they first come to us, sportsmen and women primarily describe the problems they experience in competitions as ‘psychological’ agitation, tension and lack of concentration, alongside mental and physical symptoms that combine to interrupt, hinder or even block progress. What worked flawlessly in training starts to unravel when thought processes and emotions enter the mix. Professionals feel they are caught up in complex psychological patterns that are responsible for the majority of the disappointments they experience in championships and qualifiers: “My concentration just vanished on that final shot. Everything went wrong and that cost me the title. I really must learn to concentrate better!”

Unlike other sport psychologists, we see self-descriptions as just one part of the problem. Generally speaking, such descriptions are subjective and shaped by external opinions and prejudices. Above all, they are focused solely on psychological issues.

The best way to judge where a person’’s problem lies is to watch them compete. Observing athletes in this environment is the only way to pick up on links between fitness, technical, tactical and psychological issues. Almost invariably, any mistake an athlete makes at the very last moment is attributed to concentration or nerves. However, often the issue is more likely to be physical (> no strength left), technical (> it wasn’t a clean move) or tactical (> too hurried). Anyone bent on finding psychological causes in such cases is groping in the dark.

Some of the classic comments we make after carefully watching a competition include: “It’s not that you’re not concentrating, that last shot was just plain cr*p! You’d be better focusing on establishing a stable technique that you can fall back on in moments of crisis. If we’re going to discuss what’s going on in your head, I at least want to see a decent shot first!”

Athletes are horrified by this at first. Comments like this rattle the foundations of some very fixed defense mechanisms. At the same time, they also bring a sense of relief, offering a way out of this ‘psychological quagmire’. I’m not a nervous wreck at all, I’m just not training right. I’ll be able to get that under control using normal methods. Bit weird of this psych guy to mess about with my technique. But maybe he’s on to something...

If we look for psychological causes when the true problem is fitness, technique or tactics, we find ourselves in a real dilemma. We might live up to our potential in practice sessions and smaller tournaments, but when it comes to major events we underperform time and time again. That’s mainly because we’ve failed to resolve certain crucial issues. As time goes on, this negative pattern becomes self-perpetuating as we start to expect the worst.

Practice: Technical errors in competitive situations are often experienced as ‘tension’ or ‘cramping up’. The athlete feels his muscles are ‘harder’ and more ‘tensed up’ than in training. His swing lacks the necessary ‘whip’ and falls short of the usual distance and precision. A shot fails to release because his trigger finger feels ‘frozen’.

From the purely psychological perspective, these symptoms can be tackled using relaxation exercises or visualization. This teaches the athlete to consciously relax and imagine himself staying calm throughout the match. This may work in rare cases but, usually, low levels of tension will simply return in pressurized situations, triggering the same old negative reactions. The vicious circle of botched attempts, self-doubt and poor performances starts all over again.

The technical/tactical approach focuses on creating a pressurized atmosphere in training, thus reproducing this tension early on. In this way, athletes learn to use ‘tenser’ muscles in an environment similar to a real competition. Although this is difficult at first, they soon rediscover all the usual skills and abilities. By the time the next competition comes around, they are so used to this tension that they barely notice it and can focus fully on the job in hand.

Some big-name coaches don’t mince their words when it comes to training. They have high expectations, picking up on technical errors immediately, bullying their students when necessary and ending sessions by pointing out everything that went wrong. These methods may not create a particularly harmonious atmosphere but, when used properly, they often produce good competitors.

Tough challenges and harsh criticism during training produce a tense atmosphere that reflects competition conditions. A competition demands everything. The smallest of errors are punished severely, unexpected stresses exacerbate the situation and, to cap it all, you’ll often get a good dressingdown as well. If you are used to these conditions in training, you’ll be much more relaxed during the match itself. You’ll be no stranger to frustration, annoyance and tension! The lesson is simple. If you want to learn to hold your nerve in competitions, you have to be prepared to suffer during training.
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Abhinav Bindra won the first individual gold medal for India in Beijing. This picture showing him looking completely lost was taken just five minutes before his win. He corrected his technique before his final shot and hit his mark.

Competition and victory are hellish experiences. That’s something you’d best get used to!

Your own center
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This aphorism may be 1,400 years old, but it still encapsulates one of the key aspects of competition. As the stakes get higher, familiar tasks take on an entirely different character. This is a very dynamic process in competitive sports. Conditions can change dramatically from the start of one bout to the start of another, or even within a single round.

Half way round, I realized that I had played the first nine holes almost to par with a handicap of 20. My mind was suddenly filled with visions that I’d never experienced before. I saw myself winning, my name in the papers, my colleagues...but thankfully things sorted themselves out. A shot into the rough turned things around and I took care of the rest myself with the putter.

Reaching unexpected new heights can make us a little uneasy. By the same token, a poor first half is often followed by a particularly good second half. The situation essentially resolves itself. This automatic reaction actually makes a lot of sense. It’s just a shame that it keeps putting paid to our grand plans...

It’s good for competitive athletes to accept the consequences of their performance as a separate dimension. Any thinking person finds it hard to ignore the promise of an imminent reward. That’s why we have to approach these situations very carefully. Just as a mountaineer scaling one of the eight-thousand-meter peaks finds the air getting thinner and thinner with every step, the final shots before a win seem disproportionately more difficult than anything during training.

Many people try to deny this is true, even though they repeatedly encounter this very problem. In sports such as shooting and golf that require mental concentration, we are suspicious of anything that promises a simple, easy way of breaking through this barrier. Any athlete we’ve spoken to after a successful outing has reported having to overcome major psychological obstacles.

That’s why, in this book, we don’t indulge in wild flights of fancy but instead focus on making those small but difficult steps forward. It’s all about having the gold in your sights, but still being able to deliver a decent shot. This is the path we choose to follow.
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The sporting world is as varied and colorful as life itself. The Olympic Games feature around 100 disciplines, and there are probably ten times as many other forms of sporting activity overall.

When looking at the psychology of competition, it’s important to bear in mind just how wildly diverse all these sporting disciplines truly are.

There are of course some common features, such as the need for strength, stamina, skill and tactics. However, these are applied very differently in rhythmic gymnastics than in weightlifting or sailing, for example. A marathon runner faces his challenge completely alone, while soccer players can only exist in combination with the rest of their team and the ball. In chess, the playing field consists of 64 light and dark squares covering 0.2 m2, while there are as many different types of golf course as there are landscapes on Earth.

As sport psychologists, we have over the last 30 years taken every opportunity to learn about new disciplines. This has made us aware of many similarities in terms of psychological structures.

Nonetheless, it’s important to differentiate between disciplines, particularly at the professional level. That’s why this book is primarily aimed at shooters and golfers. Despite many differences, these two disciplines have much in common.

Golf and shooting rely on technique and coordination because precision and consistency are far more important than strength, stamina, flexibility and elegance. These are sports that can be done practically throughout an entire lifetime. In addition to the professional sphere, golf and shooting are extremely popular recreational pursuits. In terms of competition, both sports last for an extended period and feature 60 – 120 individual actions per round.
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As there is a lot (perhaps too much?) time to think between each shot and swing, the process of reflecting on what has happened and how we feel takes on an existential role. Given that self-reflection can be used to the benefit or detriment of performance, golfers and shooters can expect to benefit from psychological training methods.

This also applies to players of billiards, darts, bowling and curling – and anyone who’s responsible for making sure a penalty ball hits its mark!.
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Temptation

In the shadow of the five rings

Shooting an arrow during the Olympics is pretty special. Hitting the target means fame and a place in the annals of history. In ancient times, it meant immortality.

To earn the honor of shooting an arrow in the Olympics, athletes face a long and difficult path. The months leading up to the Games are filled with qualifications, nominations and unrelenting training. Even before that, they spend years battling to reach the top of their game in their home nation.

“The last few weeks have been tough, constant pressure. Incessant training to hone my technique. Going over everything in the evenings, what to watch for, what to do and when...getting my equipment in top condition, receiving good luck wishes from people at home and in my club. Everyone’s proud of me. They’re all expecting results.

The team’s getting more and more nervous. The coach is really committed. Who might win a medal? Me perhaps? What would happen if I did...?

By the end of training, I was better than ever. I was more concentrated and completely focused. My body and mind have become one, I’ve achieved greater precision than I ever thought possible. That’s really exciting, but also kinda frightening.

The hotel is in a real flurry. There’s only one topic of conversation, everyone’s nervous but trying to be calm, all these competitors in the same place. The atmosphere is really energized and hectic.

Confidence and doubt, composure and tension. Each face expresses all these feelings in a different way. I can see them on my own face when I look in the mirror.

Now I’m ready to go, this is when it gets serious. It’s a relief to finally get started. I can feel my own strength and the desire to hit the target. I can also feel the pressure from the spectators. It’s time...!”

This description attempts to give some insight into what an athlete experiences in the course of a decisive tournament. No doubt you automatically linked it with the Olympian pictured on the left. In fact, it’s based on a conversation with a senior league golfer shortly before a regional championship. You don’t have to go to Beijing or London to encounter the Olympic spirit. It can appear anywhere, at any time.

Any sports person experiences these same thrilling but terrifying emotions any time he (or, of course, she) sets out to prove his skill in a competition. Caught between the promise of victory and the fear of failure, he tries to focus on the task in hand to ensure he doesn’t let opportunity slip through his fingers.

Even a three-year-old balancing on a bench in his very first kindergarten gym class feels this Olympic spirit. Being encouraged to meet certain expectations is a common and recurring thread as our personalities develop. We learn to do something and then show it off to others. This same scenario crops up again and again in many different forms. We might experience it as a rewarding challenge. Equally, it might end up being a humiliating and frustrating experience.

The outcome of any such test is mundane and, ultimately, boring. Given that a coin can only show heads or tails, flipping it hardly promises a sensational result. The flip is only exciting if we have prepared for it, if all our hopes are riding on one side or the other, and for as long as the coin stays in the air. Its flight grabs our attention because of what we stand to win or lose depending on how it falls. The higher the stakes, the more our hearts race.

The Olympic spirit is a very transient thing. It only manifests itself for as long as it takes the arrow to hit its mark. It is present before and during the flight. But once the arrow thuds into the target, it vanishes in the face of sober, practical reality. Afterwards, we realize it was all much ado about nothing. But by that time we’re already thinking of the next shot.

Challenge: The thrill of any test, particularly sporting competitions, lies in the uncertainty of the final outcome. What’s exciting is the fact that we are risking either success or failure. Training, concentration, ability, strategy and luck are all on our side – but misfortune, nerves and our own self-doubt are stacked against us. All athletes have to be able to turn these variables to their favor. That applies to the Olympic Games and club championships alike.

It’s impossible to control what will happen in a competition. No one can win all the time, even if we have all the skill and willpower in the world on our side. The unpredictability of the situation, our opponent and our own abilities create that very tension that in turn triggers agitation, doubt and triumph. Some people embrace this as a challenge.

For them, a challenge offers a real kick, they love the tension and are only too happy to take a gamble, whether physically or financially. They accept defeat without too much grumbling – after all, things will be different next time. Other people avoid risk situations at all costs, or go to great lengths to prepare for them. Any defeat is a complete disaster. And, even if they win, they spend days going over what might have gone wrong.

Both attitudes crop up with similar frequency even among top athletes. Although the first group may achieve their goals more easily, the second, more hesitant group displays greater tenacity.

Which group do you fit into? Do you just get stuck in, or do you prefer to play it safe? Are you able to choose either one approach or the other?

Competitive athletes expect sport psychology to provide reliable strategies for minimizing certain risks. Given that the athlete’s own thoughts and mental processes have a significant influence on whether he succeeds or fails, he has to get them under control.

This approach is very popular. It’s easy for everyone involved to trot out their interpretation of the mental or even psychological factors affecting a particular sporting activity. Reporters, coaches, colleagues and even the athletes themselves are increasingly looking to the inner workings of the mind to reveal the true causes of success and failure. The assumption here is that, somewhere deep within, there is some core element that cannot be reached by normal training methods. Yet, in some mysterious way, it determines success or failure at the crucial moment.

No less a person than Sigmund Freud, the father of modern psychology, promised to bring the secrets of the subconscious to light. He aimed to take phenomena that humans had thought instinctive, natural or even mystical, and reveal the logical processes. By talking through these mental processes, people would become aware of them and thus be able to resolve them.

Even one hundred years after it was first formulated, this idea lives on and is now applied using numerous different methods. It is particularly appealing in sport, an environment full of healthy, motivated and ambitious people aiming for glamorous targets like winning medals and achieving records in front of a TV audience.
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We can only hope that the increasingly psychologized world of sport continues to value challenge and risk. Doping incidents in certain endurance and strength disciplines rocked our faith in any new records set. It would be sad to see that happen again.

The way our psyche reacts to challenge and risk is incredibly fascinating, as it combines the nerve-wracking excitement of enjoyment and frustration. It also has a particular appeal in sports. It addresses a fundamental human issue, namely staying strong under pressure. This challenge has held man in its sway since the beginning of time. Taking on your own nerves and winning is a truly Olympian battle. What we have here is the “will to power” – and that’s a particularly unique temptation.
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Easy as 1, 2, 3...

Darned close

“The hole’s just 80 centimeters away. My pro would say it was doable. But it’s one of those classic shots you read about that could go either way, awful. It’s hardly a masterpiece if I sink it. But it’ll be really disappointing if I miss. Embarrassing, actually. And then I’ll have to watch them all bite back their smiles and accept their pity. I hate these shots.”

I’ve been getting them really close all day. But every time they miss by a hair’s breadth. Off to the left, occasionally too hard, mostly dying away just before the hole. It’s as if I’m jinxed, it doesn’t matter what I do. It would be better if I were two meters away, at least then I would have a chance. If the darn thing doesn’t go in this time, I’m gonna fling this club into the bushes. Maybe I should try a new putter...

“I’m still not sure if I’m holding the club right. Is my grip too tight or is my wrist maybe too stiff? There’s definitely no slope on this green... but the damp grass might slow the ball down a bit. The most important thing is to swing the club back straight and gentle, not too hard...”

You don’t have to take part in the Olympics or a Masters tournament to feel the full force of psychological pressure. The last shot on an afternoon out with the boys is enough to unleash some of the darker sides of our soul. It was supposed to be a nice, chilled round, but instead you suddenly find yourself embroiled in a real mess.

The competitive instinct and the burden that comes with ‘wanting to’ and ‘having to’ are deeply rooted within us. It’s something we picked up back when we were young enough to be playing in the sandbox. It’s been with us ever since, making its presence felt in any scenario that’s focused on performance or comparisons with others. Even when playing alone or just practicing, the switch is immediate.

Sportsmen and women experience very rapid, very intense reactions to competitive situations. As they compete regularly, they have a natural ability to switch from one mode to another. This is not necessarily a negative thing. Quite the opposite, in fact. An athlete with a wellbalanced psyche enjoys competitive challenges, even if things don’t always go to plan. In fact, the tingle of excitement that comes with competition makes us kind of addicted to it.

Stimulation is a typical side effect of any (sporting) challenge. By pushing our boundaries either against ourselves or others, we vitalize both body and mind. We begin to breathe more deeply, our hearts beat faster and our muscles tense up. We become more alert and focus our attention on what we’re aiming for. We feel a healthy sense of ambition that heightens our spirits, while adrenaline starts pumping through our veins.

If we manage to achieve our goals on top of all this, it’s the perfect way to round off this incredible interaction between body and mind. Once this particular adventure is over, we can sit back with a feeling of satisfaction and enjoy picking over every detail of our successful session.

Unfortunately (?) not every event goes the way we expect. Poor shots, runs of bad luck and lapses of concentration can sometimes tarnish the entire experience. We fail to achieve set objectives and lose out to stronger – and occasionally even weaker – opponents. As the internal dialog on the left shows, sometimes even the simplest things go wrong. Instead of relaxing, we end up frustrated. Instead of that kick of excitement, we have a nightmare experience.
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When it comes to frustration, simple basic moves are definitely pretty high on the scale. We always breathe a sigh of relief once we complete an easy task. But if we mess it up, then we have to deal with our anger at ourselves and smug looks from fellow competitors.

That’s why basic moves occupy a very specific place in our psyche. As they don’t pose a challenge in terms of technique or tactics, they lay bare our mental state. Realizing this is the first step toward finding a solution. Use this as a yardstick for your mental fitness and an opportunity to show what you’re really made of.

Professionals are often incredibly disciplined in practicing basic moves, whether that be the prone position, a 50cm putt or a penalty kick. Although advanced athletes might tend to ignore such exercises, champions know how easily these things can trip you up. Toward the end of your training, do a few of these very simple moves and imagine that everything depends on them...
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Enjoying failure: Amazingly, very few of us get discouraged by defeats in general and messing up basic moves in particular. Even inveterate losers stay true to their chosen sport and keep reentering this emotional purgatory of hope and disappointment. Assuming that we’re not dealing with a group of masochists, it would seem that sporting challenges can actually be satisfying even when, objectively speaking, they clearly end in disaster. Even the person who came last in the previous week’s tournament will be back for more, despite being likely to do badly again.

This has less to do with that Olympic spirit (“It’s the taking part that counts”) than the general pleasure of participation. It may be that even persistent failure fulfills certain expectations that have nothing to do with scoring highly. Consequently, the ‘born loser’ experiences the same excitement as someone in the middle of the rankings or even the favorite. Despite generally poor play, even those at the bottom of the hierarchy manage a few decent shots. That gives them reason to hope.

It doesn’t matter whether you’re at the bottom of the rankings or the very top, you’ll never be completely satisfied with your performance. Even a real high-flyer is still far from achieving his ideal and constantly broods over how to improve. Maybe I could move up into the next league if only I...
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He convinces himself that more intensive training, a good pro or new clubs will help him get better. And if his nerves improved too, well, that would just be the icing on the cake. If he could just be sure of sinking that crucial two-meter putt when it really counts...

This brings us to another area that’s governed by our nerves. As the wrong way of thinking always seems to hamper our efforts, it must surely follow that the right way of thinking could bring us on in leaps and bounds. If we could make ourselves relax as soon as the tension starts to build, that would be a major achievement. We could develop nerves of steel like Tiger, when he sinks that 8meter putt at the 18th hole to make his eagle. All in front of live cameras, stunned spectators and his rival.

The specialist field that’s supposed to make all this happen is of course sport psychology. Its task is to relieve, train and strengthen the athlete’s overburdened mind to ensure he can perform perfectly under pressure. However, it’s unfair to expect miracles. Even top players sometimes miss a make-or-break putt. What’s more, after a victory, even mentally strong athletes will admit to suffering from terrible nerves.

Let’s be absolutely clear about one thing. It’s impossible to completely conquer feelings of uncertainty, agitation and fear. No one gets it right all the time. However, there are certain ways to improve your precision and accuracy. These methods involve a series of slow, difficult and sometimes painful steps...

Even the strongest athletes experience the same lean periods as their competitors. The difference is that they know how to get out of awkward situations fairly intact. That’s not because they have exceptional mental strength. However, their ability to extricate themselves from such situations makes us believe they do. This applies particularly to basic moves and apparently hopeless situations...
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Christine Wenzel, bronze Skeet in Bejing, 6th in London

Pressure to succeed

Moments of truth

The term ‘sport psychology’ inevitably makes us think of dramatic media events. A decathlete’s final attempt to clear the starting height, perhaps, or a penalty shot taken during extra time in the soccer World Cup final. An outstanding athlete facing the acid test on which everything depends. It will end in celebrations or bitter disappointment, hopefully he can hold his nerve...

Perhaps this reminds you of some key moments you have experienced. They may not have been broadcast on television, but they were undoubtedly just as nerve-wracking. Your heart thumping when you stood on the 3-meter diving board, the goal you scored in your school tournament, or your first date. Whatever form these crucial moments took (or will take), you’ll know the feeling of adrenaline surging through your veins. In retrospect, success or failure is often not actually the most important thing. What really counts is the fact that you repeatedly find yourself responsible for making decisions that shake you to the core.

Such key psychological moments are not restricted to top athletes. They are part and parcel of life for every single one of us. We all hope we can prove ourselves in such situations. Our career, relationship, sporting achievements or other external successes rely on it. On the internal level, knowing you can do it creates self-confidence and satisfaction.

The need to succeed: No matter what you think about this performance-oriented society and its pressures, it’s impossible to escape the appeal of success. Quite simply, it always feels better to win. No one can escape this dynamic. It affects top athletes, first-graders, those who do sport as a hobby and seasoned competitors in senior leagues. That’s why, throughout our lives, it’s good to learn strategies that will help tip the scales in our favor at those key moments. That will help us stay calm and think before we act when it really counts. This brings all sorts of benefits and provides us with pleasure, too.

Sport psychology is not reserved solely for Olympians and superstars. Mental training is no less important in other levels where people undertake serious training and consciously invest in the sporting experience. As soon as you decide to take part in any competition, it’s well worth familiarizing yourself with exactly how things work. If you’re planning to expose yourself to such challenges, you should focus on training your mind using methods specifically designed for dealing with performing under pressure.

Hand on heart: Let’s take a look at how you perform in competitive situations and how you feel during them. Use the following diagrams to assess how you feel and how you perform. Once you’ve done that, add the points together and enter the total in the box next to the title. Then use the graph opposite to plot your emotional state and level of performance.
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Relaxed and successful?

We’d all like to be more chilled out when things get serious. And a bit more success wouldn’t hurt either. It would be wonderful if we had a fairy godmother to magically grant these wishes. Or if there were some secret that would miraculously help us achieve this without much effort.

Unfortunately, that simply isn’t going to happen. All the existing studies and experiences confirm that tension and other obstacles to success hardly ever leave us. And, as a rule, any miracle cure usually turns out to be nonsense.

Realistically, we need to accept that this tension will stay with us and that success is based on hard graft. Every sports person has experienced this while perfecting his technique and training his body, but we also have to put considerable effort into training our minds. Appropriate basic training, as detailed later in this book, is a key part of this, as is a decent amount of proper practical experience gained from participating in matches and competitions.

Competitive environments often intensify developments in performance. Sometimes things turn out badly, and tension rises with every move that goes wrong. Similarly, a surprisingly good result brings added pressure, as exceeding expectations generates its own worries. A wave of success can put you on a high, but it may also feel like a burden.

As with the technical and physical side of things, each of us also has our own positive and negative aspects on the mental level. Whether we are born with these or learn them as we grow, these form the foundation of all our subsequent actions. Although a more talented person finds the learning process quick and easy, a less gifted person often develops more industry and resilience. It’s impossible to predict who will end up gaining the upper hand. As psychologists, we have seen many high flyers crash and burn just before they achieve their goal. By the same token, we have also congratulated apparently hopeless cases and bags of nerves on winning an Olympic medal. In other words, the psyche offers enormous potential. If we can harness this potential, we can achieve surprising results.
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Physical performance and emotional wellbeing really ought to go hand in hand. So when you perform well, you feel good. And if you feel good, you perform better. Shooters and golfers often experience exactly the opposite. That’s because they have a lot of time to think between each shot.

In this situation, it’s helpful to fall back on habitual patterns. Lower your expectations and focus on making clean shots...

Nerve exercise

The ideal state of body and mind

Tension is essential in the sporting world, even in such calm disciplines as golf and shooting. Strength, speed and drive are what’s needed to get the ball or arrow moving. To achieve the right technique and tactics, we need to ensure our thoughts and emotions are alert and under control. Despite all the talk of staying relaxed and calm, it’s crucial not to lose that all-important mental and physical dynamism and aggression. This power is what drives us.

Sport psychologists have investigated the ideal state of body and mind for people competing in sporting events. Interviews with successful athletes were used to establish the key terms that describe this state. The list below references the book “Mental Toughness Training for Sports” by James E. Loehr, published in 1982. We have also provided a list of the opposing terms.

To perform well, you need to achieve the feelings listed on the left hand side. This physical and mental state creates the best possible conditions for a good performance. It’s therefore known as the ideal performance state (IPS).

If you fall into the group defined by the characteristics listed on the right, you’re likely to perform badly. We could call this the PPS or poorest performance state. If you land between the two extremes, then you’ll see your actual performance state (APS). If you repeat this assessment before each competition, you’ll build up a picture of how your physical and mental state fluctuates. You could also use this scale to rate your training sessions, smaller tournaments and major events.
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The raw truth

Once thrown into a real competitive situation, athletes often find they are far from their ideal state. Most feel much closer to one of the problematic extremes and therefore think their performance will be hampered. What’s generally deemed to be competition stress, prematch nerves or simply an attack of the jitters is in fact the actual performance state (APS) and shouldn’t be simply brushed aside.

Generally speaking, competitions are far from run-ofthe-mill experiences for sportsmen and women. Some may feel no more than a vaguely uneasy feeling that gradually disappears once things get started. The majority experience far stronger reactions and feel under considerable pressure right throughout the competition, often even beforehand. We know a lot of professionals who complain of sleep and digestion problems, anxiety and tension for weeks before an important tournament. These symptoms often get much worse as the competition approaches, meaning an individual could be suffering considerable physical and psychological issues by the time the day itself dawns. However, this doesn’t necessarily have a negative impact on performance. Some people regularly emerge victorious even when suffering diarrhea, headaches and the effects of a sleepless night. The doubts only start to creep in if these familiar symptoms don’t appear...

It seems that feeling bad doesn’t automatically result in poor performance. Given that the pressure increases as our results get better, these symptoms might actually intensify as you near the end of a successful tournament. No one can stay calm, optimistic and completely at ease in a final. This is a time of exhaustion, cramp and utter terror. The higher you ascend, the thinner the air.
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Athletes plagued by stress, cramp and general malaise in competitions will listen to anyone who offers them a way to combat these feelings. Many texts on sport psychology sing the praises of such methods. They promise a simple way to achieve wellbeing and outstanding performance with minimal effort. What’s more, there seems to be no shortage of athletes who have apparently achieved fame and medals using these very methods.

Our experience is markedly different. We know good shooters, skiers and other athletes who still suffer from terrible nerves even before their 50th major championship. In fact, their symptoms seem to increase over time.

Five basic assumptions: Ultimately, sportsmen and women have no choice but to face up to the realities of competitive situations. If they’re lucky, they don’t notice anything, or get away with only minor symptoms. However, the majority will have to cope with a raised pulse, disturbed concentration, tension and far more serious physical, emotional and mental issues. Here are our 5 basic theses:

1.	No pressure, no medals

Around 20 of the top athletes we surveyed (participants in an Olympic final) all said that they suffered considerably from their usual stress symptoms in the week before the start and in the preliminary rounds. This pressure intensified greatly in the finals and the athletes subsequently required several weeks to recover.

2.	Top performance even under pressure

In any final, all the athletes are under enormous pressure – even the eventual winner. If someone sets a new record in a final, they do so under precisely these tough conditions.

3.	Getting into the habit

It’s possible to train yourself to perform under pressure. Those who manage to achieve greater stability in competitive situations seldom credit this to reduced mental pressure. Instead they often say they have simply become accustomed to such situations. By making adjustments to technique and mentality, it’s possible to deliver an accurate performance despite physical and psychological hitches.

4.	Relieving specific symptoms

Symptoms including breathing difficulties, raised pulse and localized muscle tension can be pinpointed and addressed using breath control exercises, for example. The more intensively you practice these, the more effective they will be. Being able to relieve specific symptoms before and during a competition is a crucial skill!

5.	Practice, practice, practice

You have to learn, perfect and constantly practice methods for relieving existing stress symptoms. In this respect, ‘mental strength’ is no more than a learned skill. How well it works when it comes to the crunch depends on the quality of the training process. Staying calm is purely a question of practice...

External and internal disruptions are present throughout the entire match. Athletes must learn to accept this and find ways of coping. Anyone who is weak or unprepared for this challenge will simply be overcome. It takes stable, established structures to withstand such pressures. These are developed during training and tested during real competitions. This ongoing process separates the men from the boys.
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3 years later, London, Olympic Games. Another last final shot, this time for gold in 3x40. Nicco wins with Olympic record after silver air rifle 5 days before. Well balanced...

Nerve center

The processor

The human nervous system is an absolutely fascinating thing. From the moment of birth, it is exceptionally reliable in performing a multitude of tasks. At the same time, it continues to grow and learn new things. These vary from person to person and can be unbelievably specialized. Nothing matches the brain’s abilities and flexibility.

Athletes need to recognize just how unique their brains are. In disciplines where coordination is key, the little gray cells are our primary resource. Golfers and shooters are defined not by their strength, speed or stamina, but by the sophisticated messages in their central nervous system. Far from being a secondary consideration, mental training is the key factor in delivering a good performance.

The brain rules the present by meticulously controlling the swing or the release. Having archived the past, it can recall tactics and use these to calculate where to aim. We can use the future to plan and visualize potential scenarios. We are able to creatively establish connections between the past, the present and the future. When a player draws conclusions from watching his rival’s putt, he is making this connection without even being aware of it.
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The brain is the highest authority in any sporting activity. The extent to which an action can be deemed a success depends on how we use our brain’s capacities. Shooting and golf are very cerebral sports due to the need to control movements and apply tactics. Before we can plan our next move, we need to analyze the previous one. The quality we deliver in any competition is largely dependent on this analysis and subsequent adjustments.
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Ralf Schumann won 3 golds and 2 silvers in the rapid fire pistol discipline over the course of 5 Olympic Games, elected ‚Shooter of the century‘. Conversations with this perfectionist reveal that he views constant change as a core source of his consistency. Every year, he approaches his tasks from a different direction, completely rethinks his technique, tactics and equipment, and makes changes if necessary.

In addition to technique and tactics, athletes have to learn to manage their general wellbeing during a competition. Motivation, agitation, concentration and emotions are all crucial aspects of our psyche. Breathing, muscle tension and physical resilience are the important psycho-physical factors. The more balanced our psyche and our physical state, the easier it is to make the shot. The exhaustion and turmoil of competition puts a constant strain on our emotional and physical wellbeing.

Learning, practicing and training

A new-born baby knows nothing and has no motor functions other than some basic reflexes. Everything the brain can do in later life must first be acquired. During this process, the brain doesn’t just learn, it also changes. Our brain function improves as it has to master more intensive and complex tasks.

Just like a muscle, our nervous system adapts to the demands made on it. If we don’t push it, it stops working to its full capacity. If we always ask the same of it, it loses flexibility. In contrast, making a diverse range of tough demands ensures our brain continues to perform at a high standard and remains adaptable.

Our nervous system also has the potential for specialization. Even after a decade away from the sport, a good shooter can regain his former standard after only a few attempts. In addition to posture, hold and aim, this also applies to his ability to stay calm under pressure. Clearly, we never lose such skills – and thank goodness for that!

Contrary to what used to be popular opinion, our brain does actually retain the ability to adapt right into old age. Recent studies have shown that people can still learn and even relearn at the ripe old age of eighty. It may not be as easy as it is for a teenager, but the results are still pretty good. We can make rigid thought processes more flexible by abandoning set ways and really focusing our attention on new things.

Older people should learn this by heart and repeat it in front of the mirror every morning. For proof of this, we need look no further than the number of rookie golfers and shooters in the 50 to 60 age bracket. Bursting with vim and vigor, these perky old folks sometimes achieve astonishing results within the space of a year. Often, the way their personalities develop is far more impressive than the improvements in their handicaps or results. Venturing into unknown territory and learning new things automatically boosts our muscles, our mind and the way we feel.

One of the downsides of our brain is its sheer stubbornness. Once we have learned something and stored it away, it’s incredibly difficult, if not impossible, to alter it. Our mother tongue stays with us till the end, for example, and anyone who starts smoking finds it a very hard habit to break.
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Someone who has long suffered from stage fright in tests or competitions will struggle to overcome it. In these cases, even the smallest improvements are a major step forward. Bundles of nerves don’t turn into men of steel overnight.

It’s equally hard to break long-standing bad habits in sporting behaviors. Shooters, for example, might dip the gun as the shot is fired, while a golfer might look up straight away to follow the ball’s flight. Both habits are acquired during the very early days and will persist unless corrected by a coach. These reflexes become more deeply ingrained as time goes on and it takes enormous effort to correct them further down the line. What’s more, they tend to reemerge at crucial moments, messing up many an important competition.

If we do nothing to counter our technical glitches, stage fright and moods, correcting them will be a long and difficult process.

Pre-match nerves and stage fright in particular become almost addictive. As far as we’re concerned, anyone promising quick fixes to these problems clearly lacks practical experience.

To get the most from this book, it’s essential to have a realistic picture of how the brain and nervous system function. On one hand, our brain has enormous potential, allowing us to continue acquiring new perspectives and behaviors right into old age. When we make changes – or, in sporting terms, revise our movements, psyche and tactics – we undergo what is first and foremost a process of intellectual restructuring.
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