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Dedication

For Heidi…

About the Author

Dan is a former professional golfer and PGA golf coach. For over 20 years he has been a fully qualified and registered sport psychologist working globally across a range of sports with competitors of all ages and at all levels. Over that time, Dan has helped thousands of ambitious players develop a Mental Playbook to help them reach their sporting goals. He has consulted with amongst others multiple Premier League clubs, National Women's Soccer League (NWSL) teams, England Rugby, England Golf, Aston Martin F1, and with numerous elite athletes and teams across the world. An in-demand consultant and speaker, Dan is the host of the hugely popular Sport Psych Show podcast. He is also the author of four internationally best-selling books on the psychology of sport – Soccer Tough, Soccer Tough II, Soccer Brain, and Golf Tough.
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Soccer Tough: Simple Football Psychology Techniques to Improve Your Game

“Take a minute to slip into the mind of one of the world’s greatest soccer players and imagine a stadium around you. Picture a performance under the lights and mentally play the perfect game.” 

Technique, speed and tactical execution are crucial components of winning soccer, but it is mental toughness (soccer psychology) that marks out the very best players – the ability to play when pressure is highest, the opposition is strongest, and fear is greatest. Top players and coaches understand the importance of sport psychology in soccer but how do you actually train your mind to become the best player you can be?

Soccer Tough demystifies this crucial side of the game and offers practical techniques that will enable soccer players of all abilities to actively develop focus, energy, and confidence. Soccer Tough will help banish the fear, mistakes, and mental limits that holds players back.
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Soccer Tough 2: Advanced Psychology Techniques for Footballers

Global soccer psychologist Dan Abrahams is back with a follow up to his groundbreaking, international bestseller Soccer Tough.

In Soccer Tough 2: Advanced Psychology Techniques for Footballers Dan introduces soccer players to more cutting edge tools and techniques to help them develop the game of their dreams.

Soccer Tough 2 is split into four sections – Practice, Prepare, Perform, and Progress and Dan’s goal is simple – to help players train better, prepare more thoroughly, perform with greater consistency and progress faster.

Each section offers readers an assortment of development strategies and game philosophies that bring the psychology of soccer to life. They are techniques that have been proven on pitches and with players right across the world.

Like the original Soccer Tough, this book has been designed to be readable, accessible, and no-nonsense. Every chapter is short, engaging and packed full of stories from some of the best men and women soccer players in the world today.
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Soccer Brain: The 4C Coaching Model for Developing World Class Player Mindsets and a Winning Football Team

Coaching soccer is demanding. Impossible to perfect, it requires a broad knowledge of many performance areas including technique, tactics, psychology and the social aspects of human development. The first two components are covered in detail in many texts – but Soccer Brain uniquely offers a comprehensive guide to developing the latter two – player mindsets and winning teams.

The environment that a coach creates, and the relationships formed with players, is the bedrock of performance and achievement. Coaches who are able to deliver students of the game, and who are able to help players execute skills and tactics under pressure are the future leaders of the world’s most loved sport. Soccer Brain teaches coaches to train players to compete with confidence, with commitment, with intelligence, and as part of a team. The positive messages from each chapter of Soccer Brain help coaches to develop players through patience, repetition, reinforcement, re-appraisal and high value relationships.

Soccer Brain is for the no limits coach. It’s for the coach who is passionate about developing players and building a winning team. This is not a traditional soccer coaching book filled with drills or tactics or playing patterns. This book is about getting the very best from you, the coach, and helping you develop a coaching culture of excellence and world class football mindsets.
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Golf Tough: Practice, Prepare, Perform and Progress

“Too many golfers incorrectly believe that within lower handicaps lies better technique. And too many golfers believe that the only way to shoot lower scores is to improve their technique. Wrong and wrong!”

Golf Tough is an original and inspiring book – a golf psychology book that will transform your game.

In Golf Tough, Dan Abrahams offers you a powerful blueprint for improvement and a detailed plan for consistent high performance no matter what your standard of play. If you want to significantly lower your handicap, compete with greater consistency, win tournaments or reach the next level on the course, Dan’s simple yet powerful philosophies, tools and techniques will help you break through your current barriers and reach your golfing goals.

Dan is renowned in the sporting world for pulling no punches and in Golf Tough he introduces the reader to a different approach to golf. This book will show you how to practice to build skill, technique and confidence – your visits to the range will become more productive and purposeful than ever, and your practice more deliberate. Dan also reveals the secret processes golfing champions employ to prepare to compete under the most intense pressure, as well as how all golfers can learn to stand on the first tee brimming with self-belief. Dan believes all golfers can learn to take control on the course – in Golf Tough he shows you how.  


Introduction

Hi, welcome. I’m glad you’re here.

I’m excited to work with you to help you become the best competitor you can be in your sport. 

To do this, we’re going to work together – we’re going to collaborate to strengthen your mindset and explore just how good you can be mentally. As a sport psychologist, I’m passionate about helping ambitious players, players like you, to improve their ability to compete as individuals and as teammates. So, I’m going to help you create a Mental Playbook – a self-authored document with mental skills, mindset techniques, and psychological approaches that are personal to your game, and that you can use on gameday – in the heat of battle – under pressure. 

Too often, I sit down with ambitious players who have no idea what they’re trying to achieve mentally when they play. They are unable to tell me what they need to do to compete with their best mindset. They don’t know how to play in a mentally skilful way. They don’t have any mental techniques that they can use to focus their attention or to mentally activate themselves when they need to. They don’t seem able to talk about how they will mentally deal with tough moments. And they’re unable to describe how they will cope when the pressure is on.

This, to me, isn’t good enough if you really want to compete at your very best. My nearly 30 years in high-performance sport, as a professional competitor, as a coach, and over the past 20 years as a sport psychologist, have shown me that players give themselves their best chance to learn just how good they can be when they have tangible processes and practices in place for the mental side of their game.

The skills, techniques, and approaches in your Mental Playbook will help you to take control and take charge of yourself as you compete.  

To me, competitive sports are about control. You’ve probably heard this from your coach before – the best teams are the ones who control the game. They control the game when in possession, and they control the game when out of possession. But for those teams to control the game, not only do they need an accomplished game plan designed by their coach, they also need players who are able to take control of themselves as they compete. And they need players who are able to retain control of themselves no matter the challenges thrown at them.

“I’m in control, I’m in charge. I’m in control, I’m in charge. I stay in control, and I stay in charge no matter what.”

Mindset… Moments… Momentum

Taking control of yourself – to stay in control and to stay in charge – requires you to strive to find your best mindset when you compete.

“I’m in control. I’m in charge. I strive to find my best mindset every time I compete.”

By finding your best mindset – what I call your High Performance Mindset – or getting close to your best mindset, you optimise your ability to high perform throughout a game, and this high performance gives you a better chance to win more moments. By moments, I’m referring to very short periods of time during a game that could be won or could be lost. Think of them as micro-moments – a second here, a couple of seconds there; an action here, a couple of actions there; a pocket of space here, a few pockets of space there.

To reinforce – by taking control of yourself through having your best mindset, you have a better chance to high perform and subsequently win more of those moments. Here are some examples of these in-game moments:


	
To come away with the ball after a duel or one vs one



	
To find space first and to cover space first



	
To get back into position and into structure quicker



	
To exploit possession when you have the ball



	
To deal assertively with the opposition when you don’t have the ball



	
To be brave enough to make more impactful passes



	
To be more aggressive with runs and movements



	
To anticipate with greater urgency and to make decisions with superior speed





These are all great examples of winning moments. And more winning moments, no matter how small or brief they seem, enable you to help your team manage momentum better (both retain momentum with your team, and regain momentum against the opposing team). All of which help you to take and keep control of the game.

Take control by striving to find your best mindset...

Finding your best mindset, or getting close to your best mindset, helps you to high perform…

High performance helps you win the moment and win more moments…

Winning moments better help your team manage momentum for and against…

Mindset… Moments… Momentum…
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And so, with mindset, moments, and momentum front and centre, coaches are yearning for players like you. You, a player who is passionate about competing and ready to develop your ability to compete. You, a player who wants to improve your capacity to take control. You, a player who wants to learn the skills to take control intentionally, deliberately, and purposefully.

“I’m in control. I’m in charge. My best mindset helps me to take control and take charge of every second of the game. There’s nothing that anyone – neither teammate nor opposing player – can do to take me away from my best mindset. By finding my best mindset, I improve my ability to win more moments. And by winning more moments, I can help my team manage momentum better. I’m in control. I’m in charge. I am a great competitor.”

Are you a player who can learn to take control of yourself as you compete? Are you a player who can learn to take charge of yourself to be as individually effective as possible and as strong a teammate as possible?

This book is designed to help you discover just how great a competitor you can be. It’s designed to give you a better chance of becoming a starter on your team and stay there week in, week out. It’s designed to help you be as great an individual as you can be, and as great a teammate as you can be. It’s designed to help your coach love how you play the game.

Simply, I’m going to help you build a comprehensive and robust Mental Playbook that will help you be the best competitor you can be.

Being a Great Competitor is Tough

For me, there are three performance outcomes that great competitors can accomplish as a result of having a Mental Playbook that helps them find their best mindset, win more moments, and manage momentum better. These three things are:


	
High performance



	
Consistency



	
Performance under pressure





When we put these three together, we arrive here – consistent high performance under pressure. This is precisely what a great competitor does and what others see from great competitors – consistent high performance under pressure.

“I’m in control, I’m in charge. When I execute with a great mindset, I know I will give myself my best chance for my best possible game. When I use my mental techniques to stay mentally skilful, I will be more consistent. I will be better at performing under pressure. Higher performance will be something my coach and my teammates will see from me time and again.”

But this simple definition of what it is to be a great competitor – consistent high performance under pressure – masks a web of difficulty that’s tough to untangle. Consistent high performance under the pressure of game day isn’t easy to accomplish. It takes practice, it takes patience, and it takes an understanding that many personal qualities and game challenges can get in the way of your competitive self.

It’s tough to play against a good opposition. Your teammates might not be playing well. Your opponents might have their best-ever performance or simply be too good. Tactics aren’t always optimal, and they aren’t always trained optimally. You may have a period on the bench and not be in the team. You may be sidelined through injury for some time. Opposing players may cheat in subtle ways. Referees and umpires may make decisions you don’t like. Spectators may react to your play negatively. Surface quality and weather conditions may be difficult at times. Coordination and athleticism aren’t perfectible qualities – you have over 300 bones in your body. Teammates aren’t always likeable or easy to play with. You might have some personal challenges to deal with away from your sport – life is complicated, busy, and often tough. 

There are so many things that can get in the way of high performance!

Perhaps most pertinently, your brain is not necessarily equipped for consistent high performance under pressure in sport. Your brain hates discomfort, yet competition requires you to play outside your comfort zone. Your brain craves certainty, yet competition is mostly a time of uncertainty. Yes, the design of your brain could almost be considered anti-high performance! It’s constantly firing, rarely holding still, shifting your attention back to the past and forward to the future, diverting you away from the present moment. This sustained noise in the brain can send a barrage of thoughts into your conscious awareness at any given time, many of which can be unhelpful and many of which can distract. Your brain is constantly communicating with your body, messaging back and forth, changing feelings in a flash, and flooding you with emotions that can hinder technical, tactical, and physical execution. 

These features of the brain and this mind-body connection can also cause your confidence to come and go. It can change your relationship with motivation daily, even from moment to moment. And, as we’ll discuss in more depth in Chapter 1, the relationship between your brain and body in competition is complex. An enormous will to win and to high perform can invite anxiety and actually inhibit the mindset required to be a great competitor. While your sport is unfolding in seconds, your brain can be distracting you in milliseconds. In turn, your body can be awash with unhelpful signals, and factors out of your control can further destabilise your ability to stay in control and in a great mindset.

Ultimately, a big part of competition is you versus you. And you just might be the toughest opposition that you ever have to face. So, throughout this book, I will ask you to be persistent. To be persistent and to stay patient. To be persistent and to stay patient, and to practise and practise and practise your Mental Playbook every single day – in every activity in every session, every day you train.

Taking control of mind and body before, during, and after you play requires daily effort and a commitment to learning about your competitive self in granular detail. It requires repetition in every activity and every training session. It requires daily reflection. And it asks you to consider your mindset away from your sporting arena – in the gym, at home, in the classroom, or in the workplace.

That is the commitment you need. That is the dedication you need. That is the discipline you need. That is what this book is designed to help you do. So, if you’re up for the challenge, let’s dig into precisely what this book is about. 

Contents

In Chapter 1, I will introduce you to my Elite Competitor Model – a simple mental framework that I’ve used from grassroots through to the very elite levels of sport. This includes every elite player and team I’ve worked with over the past two decades.

In this chapter, I will invite you to start considering your High Performance Mindset (HPM), your Average Performance Mindset (APM), and your Low Performance Mindset (LPM) with the aim of using these three terms to help you deepen your understanding of the relationship between mindset and performance, as well as to increase your awareness of the mindset you want, and the mindset you don’t want, come game day.

Digging deeper into HPM, APM, and LPM, in Chapter 2, I will introduce you to, and start to break down in detail, the specific mental skills that are related to mindset in competitive sport. In my opinion, these mental skills are threefold: Attention, Intensity, and Intent. The quality of your mindset as you compete – whether you do so in HPM, APM, or LPM – is mediated by how well you focus your attention; by your ability to play at an optimal level of intensity; and by your capacity to execute actions with a high level of intent. 

With attention, intensity, and intent in mind, Chapter 3 introduces the first mental technique– your Focus Flashlight. Great competitors stay focused and connected to the game by directing their attention flexibly. A Focus Flashlight helps improve your ability to stay connected to the important cues that invite technical, tactical, and physical actions, while promoting accuracy of decision-making. This chapter aims to help you build concentration and an ability to shift away from distractions.

Of course, great competitors are not only able to pay attention to the cues in their performance environment as a game unfolds, they’re also able to stick to the responsibilities in their game plan set out by their coaches, exploit personal strengths to their advantage, utilise coaching points to limit any weaknesses that may hurt their performance, and engage with attitudinal and mental approaches that enhance their competitive mindset. Chapter 4 will introduce you to a Match Script – a focus plan that contributes to your HPM by breaking down your game into important specifics and controllable actions. Complementing your Focus Flashlight, a Match Script should contain around three attentional cues, shaped as responsibilities, actions, tasks, and attitudes. They should be related to the technical, tactical, physical, and mental components of the game.

Chapter 5 will break down the most popular mental technique that I have created, a Game Face. Robust, individual-specific, and hitting the three mental skills of attention, intensity, and intent, your Game Face can be defined in multiple ways. It’s your competitive persona, your best mental state, your attitudinal guide, your behavioural blueprint, your confidence template, and your physical optimiser. It’s a mind and body approach that enables you to be, do, act, embody, and enact the competitor you want or need to be on game day.

Chapter 6 offers you a deep dive into self-control – to take control of self and to take charge of self. And at the heart of self-control lie what I call Controllers – two Controllers, to be specific. Like Xbox or PlayStation controllers, these two Controllers can help you engage in self-control as you compete. Controller One is your internal Controller – your Self-Talk, while Controller Two is your external Controller – your Body. Used alone or in combination, they can help players to take control of themselves in the toughest of competitive games.

But self-control is not easy as you compete. Unhelpful, negative thoughts, emotions, and feelings can arise, making it difficult for you take control and take charge. I call these negative thoughts, emotions, and feelings ANTs (Automatic Negative Thoughts), and in Chapter 7 I teach you how to Squash your ANTs.

In Chapter 8, I invite you to consider the confidence and energy levels you require for game day. To give yourself a better chance of competing in HPM, I propose investigating which day-to-day actions, behaviours, and approaches strengthen your confidence and boost your energy. I’ve worked with many players who are dedicated to their sport yet struggle to articulate what factors amplify their confidence and enhance their energy for competition. In this chapter, I’ll ask you to think about these two psychological qualities in precise detail to help you build your Confidence and Energy Bars for game day.

Confidence and energy also play a role in the two themes of our next chapter. I believe a great sporting competitor is someone who has the confidence and energy to lead and to be a great teammate. Leadership and teamwork, however, can be intimidating words, and in my work with players I prefer to help them think about being an Influencer and a Follower. In Chapter 9, I invite you to improve your ability to influence teammates through your actions, through confidence-building, through energy-giving, and by helping others find solutions to the challenges the game throws at your team. I also propose that you open your mind to becoming a great follower – your coaches and your teammates have much to help you with. Let them encourage you, teach you, energise you, and lead you.

Chapter 10 is a chapter about Competitive Motivation. The premise is simple – I propose that to enhance your ability to start and stay in HPM, you need to find a potent cocktail of excitement, enthusiasm, and enjoyment. I’d like you to be excited about the prospect of competing in your HPM. I’d like you to uncover what really enthuses you about competition. And I’d like you to strive to enjoy every second of playing competitively in your sport. When combined, these three human qualities can power and surge your competitive motivation for higher HPM performances. 

Detailing the final few days and the final few hours before a game, Chapter 11, Rehearsal and Routine, offers a final entry into your Mental Playbook. Should you be endlessly thinking about the game from the moment you wake up? What should you be focused on when you reach your competitive venue? How can you use the contents of your Mental Playbook in your physical warm-up? In this chapter, I’ll be helping you use Mental Rehearsal prior to game day. I will also help you to consider your Routine to help you start your game in HPM. 

Once the game is done, give yourself time to let emotion settle. With a relaxed mind and body, you can then proceed to reflect on the game, seek feedback from those who care about your performance, and work on your game before your next competitive encounter. In Chapter 12, I explain the importance of Reflection, Feedback, and Intentional Training. Specifically, I promote the value of keeping a record of your performance and mindset scores. In this way, you can create feedback loops, chart your progress, and, most powerfully, try to beat your performance and mindset scores in each and every game.

I hope my conclusion offers you some inspiration. Bringing together the entire contents of the book, I’ll ask you to find your HPM, start there, stay there, and go again, no matter what. Great competitors go again and go again and go again. No loss of enthusiasm, a continued commitment to HPM, a relentless pursuit of self-control. They go again. And I’d like you, with your Mental Playbook in hand, and HPM at the forefront of your mind, to go again.

A Few More Details…

Firstly

Please don’t think you have to use all of the contents in this book for your Mental Playbook. Focus on one skill if that suits you, and use just one technique if that works best. I would always advise using the Elite Competitor Model as a guide for your mindset, but it’s not obligatory – you can consider the mental skills and use the mental techniques without referring to it. Similarly, you can emphasise one or two mental techniques in one game, and then use different techniques in another game. You can think about one mental skill for half a season, then another skill for the next half of the season.

Some players will want or will require more content and more detail in their Mental Playbook than others. Some players will love using a Game Face, while others will have a passion for their Controllers. Some players will really get the idea of using a Match Script, while this technique might not resonate with others. Some players will really want to hone their mental skill of attention, while others will read about intensity and intent and choose to work on them. Some will throw themselves into the ideas around influencing and following, while others may ignore this chapter. 

Really, all of the above is ok. Everyone is different. What’s important is what works for you, in your context, right now.

The reality is that if only one technique or one skill helps you to take control and take charge before and during a competitive game, then that truly is enough.

Secondly

I’d like to be clear – this book is not a scientific read, but the mental skills and mental techniques are all scientifically underpinned. 

In order to bring the science of human performance to life, I’ve used analogy, metaphor, and simple, fun terms to better explain complicated concepts and constructs. As a practitioner sport psychologist, I do try to be evidence-informed at all times, but please note that this book is very much sport psychology as explained by me, Dan Abrahams. It is not a research paper, and I’m not claiming any kind of ‘scientific truth’. I haven’t empirically tested HPM, APM, and LPM, and I haven’t reduced mental skills in sport to attention, intensity, and intent by conducting scientific experiments or using the scientific method. 

The contents of this book are a combination of my 30 years of experience in high-performance sport (as a professional competitor, coach, and 20 years as a sport psychologist), access to other psychologists’ great research, and the combination of the two. I hope that’s ok with you, and I hope you find it accessible, relevant, and practical as a result.

Thirdly

This book has been written primarily for competitors in team sports, but those competing in individual sports can absolutely build their own Mental Playbook from the mental skills and mental techniques introduced in the following chapters.

Individual sports can be slightly different to team sports in terms of their mental demands, the way you might think about mental skills, and the approach you might take with mental techniques. For example, the attentional challenges of some individual sports are different to those of team sports, so the way you use the mental technique of a Focus Flashlight might be slightly different from how I’ve described in Chapter 3. The mental technique of Game Face may be less impactful in an individual sport where a competitor is seated (e.g., motor racing, cycling, etc.) than in team invasion sports such as soccer or basketball. As an individual sports competitor, you may find the psycho-social skills of leadership and teamwork less important. But I can’t emphasise this enough – individual sports competitors will absolutely benefit from the contents of this book.

A Quick Summary

I’m excited! I’m really looking forward to helping you create your Mental Playbook. But before we get started, and respecting the fact I’ve already thrown quite a bit of information at you, a quick summary of some of the main points in this introduction.

Take control of yourself when you compete by having a Mental Playbook that helps you strive to find your best mindset.

By striving to find your best mindset, you improve your ability to high perform, more consistently, under pressure.

High performance better helps you to win the moment and win more moments, which enables you to help your team manage momentum (both for and against).

Consistent high performance under pressure is tough because of numerous personal qualities and game challenges that can hinder your competitive self.

Your Mental Playbook helps you improve your ability to find your best mindset and stay there, no matter what. Within this Playbook you will have a competitive approach with mental skills and mental techniques that you can use on game day, time and again, to be the very best competitor you can be.

Now that you have a grasp of the core concepts in this book, we can get started. In Chapter 1, I will introduce you to a model I’ve used to help some of the very best sporting competitors understand the relationship between mindset and performance.


Chapter 1: Elite Competitor Model

You’re an ambitious competitor. I know this because you’ve chosen to read this book. And let me tell you what else I know. I know you’re already a good competitor, but you’re greedy for more! You’re hungry to learn how to improve your ability to compete – to enjoy even more high performances. You’re eager to be more consistent with those high performances, and have greater certainty that you can execute those high performances under the most intense pressure.
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