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‘I had already started to experience the power of the mind in sport’


Brent Pope






Prologue


When I was about four years old, I was told by my father that I would be appearing for the local Marist under-fives team the following Saturday morning. This was to be the beginning of my lifelong journey as a rugby player, coach and commentator.


Throughout that week I kept imagining what the match was going to be like; I was so excited that I hardly slept a wink. The days went by until the morning when I got up early, put on my bright green jersey, white shorts and green socks, and eagerly awaited my father in the kitchen. After a while, there was still no sign of him, so I went down the hallway and knocked on my parents’ bedroom door, quietly asking when would we be leaving for the game. My father’s reply came back quickly, in a rather drowsy and, I suspect, slightly annoyed murmur: ‘Brent, for God’s sake go back to bed – it’s only Thursday!’


What I didn’t realise then was that I had already started to experience the power of the mind in sport. In my own way, and as a very young child, I had already begun using the mental skill of visualisation, repeatedly imagining the game in my head long before I actually played it. Years later, as a teenager, I would use this technique again, this time in a more targeted way, going through the motions of scoring the winning try in our back garden, or repeatedly making the game-changing tackle on an old sawdust-filled tackle bag hanging from a tree.


I vividly remember too how, at 12 years old, I crept through a small hole in a fence in the local showgrounds to watch the Lions team of 1974 play in Ashburton, the small rural township in New Zealand where I grew up. I marvelled at the skills of Ireland’s Mike Gibson, and of the blond-haired English winger David Duckham; I was spellbound by the antics of the mercurial Welsh wizard Barry John. I then went home and tried in my own small way to emulate these heroes – side-stepping all around the perimeter of our garden; or fighting with my brother Mark for possession of a rolled-up sock in hallway rugby contests, where the try-line was the door at the other end of a long passageway.


Even later, when I became a representative player, I continued to use similar self-invented strategies, which today would be recognised as mental skills techniques. I visualised myself winning matches; pulling on the famous black jersey of the All Blacks; being the very best that I could be. I would also write down, and revise, my goals for practice and performance, and check in with them every day – was I any closer to achieving my targets; how could I be a better player – not just physically, but mentally; what did I need to do to have the competitive edge on the next player in my position.


I was fortunate to meet Jason a few years ago and was immediately intrigued by how he was working as a mental skills coach with a number of All Black greats, helping them improve their game. It fascinated me that these already great players kept coming back for more: they had a thirst for more knowledge about mental skills and how these could give them a greater advantage. Jason could not tell them how much to train in the gym or on the paddock, or what that physical training should consist of – but what he did give them was a better way to train their minds, a better way to think about success and failure, disappointment, setbacks, focus and long-term goals. A better way of using an arsenal of mental skills to consistently enhance their performance on the field, become more accomplished athletes and more effective teammates.


Even though I received virtually no formal training in mental skills during my time as a professional rugby player, all my life I have known instinctively that the mind drives the body forward, and not the other way around. Two sportsmen may be of roughly equal size, aerobic capacity and physical compatibility – yet one will succeed where the other fails and carry the day when the other gives way. I quickly realised that the difference was down to whoever had the stronger mindset, the more steadfast will to succeed, the greater ability to push themselves beyond physical pain and psychological barriers. It was down to whoever was mentally tougher.


One of the important questions we will explore in this book is how the mindsets of those who are successful are different from the rest – in sports, in business or simply in life generally. Is it the capacity to stay calm during periods of adversity or pressure; is it the resolve to set yourself ever-higher targets or standards for performance? Is it the ability to channel all the psychological resources you have so as to influence the outcome from the inside and become supremely successful?


No two athletes, musicians or business people are ever the same, and there is no single, easy psychological formula for success that will work for everyone. However, what is certain is that we can draw knowledge and know-how from athletes, and key players in other walks of life, who have succeeded on their own terms. We can listen to their experiences and learn from the techniques and strategies they have found to be of most use in specific situations, and in general ways too. We can then create our own formula for success; our own winning strategies in our sporting, business and personal lives.


In the interviews Jason and I carried out with high-profile athletes and sportspeople – Sonia O’Sullivan, Seán Óg Ó hAilpín, Ronan O’Gara, Dan Carter, Sir A.P. McCoy, Damien Duff, Conrad Smith and Zinzan Brooke to name but a few – we probe some of what makes them tick. We seek to understand how they used, and continue to use, mental skills to overcome obstacles and achieve excellence, and become the elite sportspeople that they are today. While we have sought insights and wisdom from the very best in the world of sport – those who are literally at the top of their game – this learning and knowledge will not just be of interest to the elite athlete or competitor: it will also be of value to anyone in any area of endeavour who dreams bigger, who wants to push the boundaries of achievement, of what is possible.


The very best rugby players I played with over the years, from international greats to ambitious club players, have always had that extra something – that supreme mental fortitude. Did they always succeed? Of course not, and in an important chapter later in this book we talk about how it feels to fail or to lose hope or confidence – the down days – and how best to cope with them. We also look at how to overcome mental blocks, so that we can move forward and enable ourselves to be the best we can.


It goes without saying that, even if you have all the physical and psychological attributes necessary for success, whether in sport or life generally, elements like luck and injury can still play a huge part in how far you can go. This is exactly what happened to me when my biggest sporting opportunity came – last-minute injury meant that I missed my chance of selection for the mighty All Black team, just a few days out from the start of the 1987 rugby World Cup.


As I will recount later in this book, that disappointment would come back to haunt me with a vengeance, uncovering some mental health difficulties I hadn’t previously been aware of, and becoming just another factor that would lead me to many moments of despair and depression. Following that injury, my biggest and most urgent priority was to simply get my head right, to achieve enough balance and stability to be able to function in everyday life. It was no longer about how to cultivate a winning rugby mindset, but about basic survival, as I fell victim to anxiety and panic attacks and my mind gave itself over to thoughts of failure. At my lowest points, I even questioned the value of being alive at all.


And so, in these pages, we will hear from sporting stars about their experiences of mental health and how they dealt with issues such as loss, grief and disappointment. Jason will be sharing some good advice and practical techniques and strategies for dealing with more serious issues, such as depression and anxiety. It is a testament to a new generation of understanding and empathy that waiting rooms, which ten years ago would have failed to attract a single person, are now full of those who want to know more about the mind and its ability to change, recover and grow throughout life.


I believe that everyone, regardless of their ability and even their level of excellence, has an innate desire to grow. This thirst for self-realisation and development, which goes beyond our instinct for simple survival, can drive us to be better people and to lead fuller lives. Jason will explore this drive in greater depth, looking at how we can release the energy and motivation it can generate to fulfil our full potential. This book is about how best to achieve results, whether you are seeking to maximise your abilities and talents as a sportsperson or in another professional field, or simply want to lead a more fulfilled life generally.


Jason and I did not want this book to read like rocket science. Our vision was that it should be a mix of practical techniques and useful strategies, accompanied by real-life sporting stories demonstrating how mental skills can really work. A helpful book that any young sports player, indeed any young person, could pick up and get something out of; a book that would also appeal to seasoned athletes, or in fact those seeking success in any area of life; a guide that would provide valuable pointers to all of us to enable learning and growth, and help us get more out of our chosen pursuits, and life in general.


Brent Pope – sports analyst, mental health advocate
and entrepreneur, January 2018







Introduction


The top sportspeople, coaches and leaders Brent and I interviewed for this book have been incredibly generous in sharing their varied insights and experiences. Over and above this, and along with Brent’s own deeply courageous contributions, many of the strategies, skills and learnings shared in this book are the result of my years of experience both as a mental skills coach for high-level athletes and as a practising psychotherapist. I have been lucky enough to be able to spend time in the company of some great sportspeople, as well as clients, who have shown great strength of character in seeking support and guidance at times in their lives when they were feeling low, afraid, lost and distressed.


Mental skills are not just for the elite, and not just for sportspeople either. This book is about bringing what works so well in sports, and what works so well in the therapy room, into other areas of life and achievement. Many of the techniques I use as a mental skills coach – including some of those I personally developed – I first encountered as a psychotherapist. Techniques that were designed to help clients to better manage themselves in the moment, to cope more easily with their overwhelming feelings and thoughts, and to better deal with extreme levels of stress and the fallout of emotional trauma.


One of the major motivations Brent and I had in putting together this book came from our awareness of there being a need for some accessible, user-friendly and holistically based mental skills training in many contexts. From my experiences of having worked with players and teams from a variety of sporting disciplines and at all levels – amateur players starting off, professional athletes at the height of their achievements and players reaching the end of their careers – it has become obvious that there is still little grounding in basic mental skills techniques and strategies on offer. Even in the highly successful sporting outfits where the mental aspect of performance is regarded as a priority, the corresponding level of investment, when compared to other aspects of the training on offer, still falls very short. One of our hopes is that this book will go some way towards bridging this gap in practice.


During my time as a mental skills coach in New Zealand, I worked with, among others, such rugby teams as the Wellington Hurricanes and the Wellington Lions, the New Zealand White Ferns cricket team and the Wellington Phoenix soccer team. Sadly, while in New Zealand, I witnessed a number of fine young athletes at the height of their athletic talents and sporting careers fall in a very spectacular and public way, often finding themselves decimated by drugs, gambling, physical violence or risky sexual behaviour, and suffering the consequences in the form of criminal charges, major depression, panic disorders and even, tragically, suicide.


Today, young men and women are entering the world of professional sport at an ever-younger age, as global sporting franchises look to recruit fresh talent to take the first steps on the road to sporting superstardom. The result is that young, inexperienced players are faced with greater expectations, more pressure and tougher competition than previous generations had to cope with, along with potentially greater early success and the spoils that go with that in the form of money, celebrity and excess. In 2017, for example, footballer Neymar da Silva Santos Júnior was signed by Paris Saint-Germain for €222 million – the biggest transfer fee in football history. Neymar was 25 years old.


Along with all the other pressures, the exponential growth of the use of technology in recent years has created a whole new set of demands on young sportspeople. Now players are routinely expected to revisit their most recent performances on iPads and tablets; after each game, they are instantly sent footage and breakdowns of their performance stats to review and learn from, enabling them to instigate immediate improvements to their future play. One day they may wear glasses and headsets for virtual reality reconstructions aimed at putting them right back into the replaying of their actions, allowing them to physically re-enact what they did and what they should have done.


While this use of technology is par for the course these days, and indeed fantastically useful in helping to evolve the way sports are coached and skills are trained, for the player it also means a lot more screen time and self-analysis, and with that, more psychological and emotional stimulus than ever before. In most sports, multimedia and social media are now also a major part of the territory. The use of this kind of technology can be extremely effective in enhancing a player’s or team’s profile; on the other side of the coin, however, social media has brought with it the pressure of 24/7 public scrutiny of the private lives of high-profile players and an expectation of constant availability for their fans.


Outside of sport, advances in technology have meant that young people, children included, are also having to deal with many more relentlessly stimulating stressors than previous generations. All of us, in fact, find ourselves subject to far greater levels of visual and auditory stimulation than ever before, in all aspects of our lives. Huge numbers spend many hours of their free time scrolling through Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Snapchat and so on.


Today, our children are experiencing much of their world through screens; and in doing so, they are increasingly removing themselves from living life at first-hand. The same applies to adults – we only have to look at how people experience concerts and live music events now: not directly but indirectly, through their phones, removing themselves from the in-the-moment emotional and sensory experience. In the process, they are undoubtedly losing something of the quality of the real experience – and indeed of themselves as people.


This attachment to technology is also an inevitable feature of the business world today. The multiple use of technology is outpacing our ability to understand and assimilate the continuous stream of new information now bombarding our brains. The result is that the brain is often left over-stimulated, overloaded with information and with an uncomfortable sense of being technologically and psychologically dependent or left behind. I have worked with many clients who are struggling with pace overload and ‘change fatigue’. A very common experience in business environments these days is ‘email saturation’, where our brains do not yet know how to cope with all of the information and demands for our attention coming from so many different sources.


In all of the above, the role of mental skills and the use of psychological strategies is today more valuable and necessary than ever in helping our bodies, our minds and our emotions deal with all the new challenges technology has brought with it.


In my work as a registered psychotherapist, I have spent much valued time sitting with, listening to and connecting with people, who came to me at times of great distress in their lives – when they were brave enough to seek external help. In the course of the therapeutic journey undertaken with each one, we sought together to bring deeper meaning to these painful life experiences, helping to heal the hurt and to unlock what lay at the heart of the issues some of these individuals had been struggling with over many years. As a result of this process, many clients experienced what they often described as a ‘freeing up’ in themselves, which in turn enabled them to make key decisions in their lives and paved the way to greater fulfilment in their relationships, greater achievements in their professions and a greater degree of contentment in their lives in general. I have also experienced this ‘freeing up’ countless times in my work with athletes, as we used mental skills techniques to help them to quickly unlock their talent and potential, or to enable them to regain their abilities and self-belief and get back on track after a challenging time.


Like Brent, I have a firm belief in the innate desire to grow and develop which lies in all of us as human beings. I have seen for myself the contribution that mental strategies and techniques and greater self-awareness can make in this area, helping athletes, high performers and indeed anyone in any field get closer to realising their true potential. Our hope is that the great insights of those we interviewed for this book, as well as some of the personal stories that Brent and I will share, will help connect the science with the real-life experiences, sporting and otherwise.


Here we have tried to avoid too much theory, and instead worked to make each chapter and the explanation of the techniques and processes as practical as possible. Our hope is that anyone will be able to pick up this book, look up the topic or exercise which interests them most and learn something they can quickly and easily implement in their regular routine. The invitation is for you, the reader, to work on yourself too – not just to passively read, but to actively engage and learn more about yourself and what you may be capable of achieving.


Jason Brennan – mental skills coach and psychotherapist,
January 2018.




Authors’ Note


Although a lot in these pages will help you in winning a race, the act of reading this book is not a race! You don’t need to rush it. You don’t need to try everything all at once, neither should you immediately say no to something that you think you may have tried before and given up on. In getting to know yourself more, which this book will give you the opportunity to do, it’s important to take your time.


Later in this book Brent talks about the importance of getting out of your comfort zone. We invite you to start doing this here. If something feels uncomfortable at first, this means you are trying something different. Or perhaps that you are trying some familiar things, but in a different way. Allow the experience to settle in your mind and body – get used to it. Don’t worry about ‘getting it right’, it’s not about that. It’s about acquiring a new skill; learning a new behaviour; adding a new element to your routine. Review it, see the results you are getting. Take the opportunity to learn, grow and push your own boundaries. This is where the growth really happens.


[image: image]


To help you slow down as you read this book, we have placed the above symbol at certain key points in the text to act as a reminder to pause, take a break and have a think about what you have just read. This in itself embodies the very valuable mental skill of active reflection, which means taking the time to assimilate experiences and think about what we can learn from them.


The symbol is a Celtic knot. One interpretation of its meaning is that the three corners of the triangle represent the mind, body and spirit, which are interconnected at all times and potentially the source of a seamless and boundless flow of energy. In this context, the circle in the middle, where the mind, body and spirit elements overlap, represents your personal life experience: all the unique events and circumstances that bind your life together and have made you who you are today; the individual unique journey that has brought you to where you are now. Brent and I chose this symbol because it has resonance for us both, in its association with the Gaelic heritage of Ireland, the country of my birth and Brent’s adopted homeland.


However, you don’t have to take on board the deeper significance of the symbol to be able to benefit from it as you read this book. Whenever it appears on the page, simply hit ‘pause’ and stop reading. Put the book down and take some time to reflect on what you have just read. If it relates to a question you have been asked, simply stop, think about that question and see what comes up for you. Write down whatever occurs to you; if you can, get it down on paper or in your mobile phone notes – or even as a text to yourself. If there is no specific question, simply take some time to think about what you have just read. How does it relate to you and your experience? If anything interesting or surprising occurs to you, make a mental note of it or jot it down somewhere.


In doing this, you will be familiarising yourself more and more with one of the most important mental skills of all – the process of active reflection. In a fast-paced, ever-changing world, it is one of the most neglected practices these days, but one of the most valuable. So, even as you begin to read this book, your mental skills journey has already begun!






PART ONE


Steps to Success









ONE


What Are Mental Skills?




‘To help me get the best out of my performance, I would always reduce how big the task was in my mind. Instead of thinking about how enormous it was, I stayed in the present moment and focused on what I could control’


Derval O’Rourke












Mental Skills aren’t about shutting yourself off in a room and trying to focus for hours and hours. For me, it is just about having ways of dealing with pressure points in games, being mentally prepared and ready for when they come. Having a few strategies and techniques to call on helped me be more consistent later in my career.


Victor Vito – former All Black flanker with 33 caps; 100 games
for the Hurricanes


My coach at that time didn’t want us talking to psychologists. It’s my single biggest regret. That I didn’t have a psychologist type, who could have realised that I was beginning to get too obsessed with the whole sport, and that I had no outlet.


Gary O’Toole – retired Olympic swimmer (represented Ireland
at Seoul and Barcelona) and swimming commentator;
practising orthopaedic surgeon









Brent


Years ago, a professional golfing coach told me a story which always comes to mind in any discussion about mental skills. He’d noticed that a young, inexperienced golfer he was coaching at the time had a habit, when playing anywhere near a water trap, of reaching into his bag to get the oldest, most cracked ball he could find.


The next time it happened, the coach asked the young player why he was doing this. The answer came without hesitation: ‘It’s a water trap – I don’t want to waste a brand new ball!’ You can probably guess what happened next, when the guy hit the ball. Yes – he put it exactly where he worried he would: in the water!


His mind had already said, ‘If that’s where you think this ball will go, then I’ll make sure I take it there.’ The body then followed the mind. His swing became tight due to his nervousness around the water; instead of looking in a positive way beyond or beside the trap, to where he needed the ball to land, all of his focus was on the very place he wanted to avoid – the water. So it’s hardly a surprise that this is exactly where the ball landed. ‘The body flows to where the mind goes,’ as they say.


It’s a simple story, but for me it perfectly captures the importance of the mental aspect of any performance situation; it’s a powerful illustration of the huge effect the mind can have on the body, and what happens when mind and body are not properly aligned. Quite often sportspeople who find themselves outside of their normal comfort zones cannot perform. Why? Because their minds want to bring them back to a place where they are used to feeling in control. You can just about bet on the fact that an inexperienced athlete who finds themselves unexpectedly leading a race or a big tennis match, or ahead on the final day of a prestigious golf tournament, will end up losing. This is because the mind is saying, often subconsciously, ‘I don’t feel good with all this pressure; I’m not used to it – so let me take over and put us back to where we feel comfortable again.’


Rising Irish golfing star Paul Dunne first came to prominence at the 2015 Open Championship where, at just 22 years of age and playing as an amateur, he was sensationally tied for the lead after three rounds. Speaking at the time about going into the last round as joint leader, he admitted, ‘It’s going to be a new feeling for me. I’ll be out of my comfort zone.’ Despite nerves very understandably undermining his chances of immortality on this particular occasion, Dunne approached this unanticipated challenge with the perfect winning mindset: ‘By the end of this week, I’m going to be a much better player than I was at the start of the week …’ One of the secrets of consistent success is to constantly step out of your comfort zone – and having the right mindset and mental skills at your disposal are what enable us to do this.


In November 2013, the Ireland rugby team were leading the All Blacks in Dublin’s Aviva stadium as the final moments of the game approached. It looked like a historic victory was within reach for the Irish – but then they gave their rivals one last chance. The All Blacks of course seized the opportunity and scored, defeating Ireland within the last few minutes of play. Why did this happen? Well, the Irish found themselves out of their usual comfort zone against the All Blacks. In some regards, they believed they had done enough to win and against another team they probably had done enough. Even if one Ireland player had stepped up and deliberately slowed the play down – yes, he might have given away a penalty, even a yellow card for a deliberate foul – but this could have still given the Irish team enough time to get better organised defensively. But it didn’t happen, because the Irish had never been in that position against the New Zealanders before. The All Blacks on the other hand had won plenty of games in the last few minutes of play, and they knew what they had to do: just maintain possession of the ball, and let Ireland panic. I remember asking some of the All Blacks after the match what their captain Ritchie McCaw had said to them when it looked as if they may lose. He had said, ‘Ireland will give us one more chance, you must be ready to take it.’ They did.


After this huge disappointment for Ireland, their coach Joe Schmidt established a training routine where he would push the team really hard with a couple of minutes of ball retention skills practice at the end of every session. He decided to do this because that was exactly the time it took for the All Blacks to win – two to three minutes at the end of the game, when the Irish team had switched off and allowed themselves to get tired. In this way, Schmidt was teaching his players that if they were ever in the same situation again, they would know not to make the same mistakes. The next time the two teams met, in Chicago in 2016, Ireland famously beat the All Blacks for the first time in more than a century. It seems unlikely to be just a coincidence. Schmidt clearly recognised the value of continually reaching beyond established comfort zones and thereby creating a fresh, success-oriented mindset.  [image: image]
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DEFINING MENTAL SKILLS




To help me get the best out of my performance, I would always reduce how big the task was in my mind. Instead of thinking about how enormous it was, I stayed in the present moment and focused on what I could control. I would identify the factors that I could control to help my performance, like my warm up routine. I would think about the factors I could not control, which I then tried to block out. My competitors, for example. I always tried to keep things very simple and stuck to my messaging. I had one or two things to concentrate on.


Derval O’Rourke – former sprint hurdles athlete in the 60 and
100 metres hurdles, Irish national record holder in both events





Throughout this book you will hear the many athletes we interviewed – like New Zealand’s Victor Vito and Ireland’s Gary O’Toole or Derval O Rourke, above – talk about ‘mental skills’, as they share with us the preferred techniques and strategies that have helped them handle all aspects of competition. Their insights will cover such areas as pressure, mistakes, winning, losing, focus, concentration, relaxation, setbacks, success, media attention and many other challenging experiences which are part and parcel of the world of high-performance sports.


So, what are mental skills? As the name implies, they are simply skills for the mind, skills to help us raise our mental game for performance. They can all be learned and actively developed to enable our minds to work better with our bodies, especially in relation to physical performance. In today’s demanding sporting environment, the learning and development of such psychological abilities and aptitudes is now regarded as an essential element in achieving consistently high standards of performance.


As we will show in this book, these techniques, skills and aptitudes are transferable to many other contexts, and will help improve performance in business, in the arts, in our personal lives and within important relationships. Other benefits include the achievement of more consistent long-term success and a greater sense of personal fulfilment and satisfaction. Mental skills work to improve not just our performance but our wellbeing too.


The key mental skills I use on a day-to-day basis dealing with teams and professional sportspeople are ones that people can easily apply to everyday life and, as you work through the book, I’ll go into these in more detail: how they can be applied and how you can train your mind to be able to react and deal better with situations – and indeed life. Even something as simple as listening to music can be applied as a mental skill once mental awareness of the process is present. Of course, there are a lot more mental skills to be explored than those covered in this book. In my work as a mental skills coach and psychotherapist, I have identified the different skills and processes that can be learned, practised and developed in order to help with performance. We will look at some of these core skills in the chapters ahead. You’ll also find them explained in more detail in the Glossary of Mental Skills at the end of the book, along with the other mental skills not specifically covered in this volume.


In general terms, mental skills fall into two broad categories:




1.   practical techniques and strategies


2.   psychological qualities and capacities that can be acquired through a process-based approach. Process-based simply means having a familiar process to go to and repeat each time.





Practical techniques, for example, include goal-setting, visualisation and the use of imagery, grounding and centring, reframing and mindful meditation, encouraging self-talk, anchoring and critical-moment focus strategies. Examples of process-based capacities include progressive thinking, ongoing positive mental attitude, intrinsic motivation, optimistic thinking, mental resilience, high self-esteem, emotional fluency and potentialising.




Potentialising is making a decision to do something that will release energy to grow a person’s experience, furthering their abilities and increasing knowledge of their performance – what they can actually achieve.





When you are starting off, learning and practising three to five of the core mental skills is plenty, and already enough to help you achieve greater success. (Of course, you can add to your repertoire at any time.) Such skills, when routinely practised, have the effect over time of rewiring the neural pathways of our brains, thereby working to enhance our self-confidence, self-esteem, powers of focus and concentration, and our physical mastery of our sport or other areas of expertise. They will also help to reduce the prevalence of negative thought patterns, tendencies towards self-doubt, low self-esteem and other undermining modes of thinking.


When delivering a mental skills programme in a sporting context, I find it simplest to break the range of techniques, processes and strategies into a further four categories – and for the purposes of this book, we will do the same, in a very general way. These categories relate to the four stages of performance.




The Four Stages of Performance


1.   The long-term preparation for performance


2.   Immediate, pre-performance preparation


3.   Actual performance on ‘match day’


4.   Post-performance assessment and evaluation


Or, in other words: daily or regular training and practice; what you can do just before a big game or match; what you can do during the game; and what will help after the performance is over.





While of course some of the key mental skills will work across the board at all stages of performance, many are more likely to be used during specific stages. For example, skills like goal-setting and contracting will help athletes in their ongoing, long-term preparation and training, and in establishing their long-term aims and ambitions. As will techniques such as active reflection and processes such as having a positive mindset, potentialising and the development of mental resilience.


In the immediate, pre-performance phase, skills such as grounding, centring and meditation will enable sportspeople to manage more effectively their thoughts, their feelings and their physical responses to anxiety and nerves, giving them better control over themselves and their bodies. Meanwhile, skills such as goal-setting and visualisation will help them to focus on what specifically they want to achieve from the upcoming performance.


During performance itself, drawing on such techniques as using trigger words, controlled breathing, anchoring, centring and performance enhancing thoughts will enhance your chances of success moment by moment. These mental skills help by: allowing you to become more present during the heat of competition; enabling you to recognise and shut down thoughts that are negative and potentially detrimental to performance; allowing you to filter out external distractions, such as noise from the crowd, or attention – positive and negative – from fans or media.


And finally, following performance, techniques such as reframing and perspective thinking, or capacities such as active reflection and optimistic thinking, and strategies such as connecting with important others will help a sportsperson better review what their strengths and weaknesses were during a game. These will also enable someone to more effectively manage the emotional fallout of mistakes and failures – and even of success, which can sometimes feel overwhelming too, as we will see in later chapters.


As both Brent and I have already said, almost all of the mental skills we will take you through in this book can equally be used in non-sporting contexts, including business, the arts, leisure activities and interpersonal relationships. Broadly speaking, our experience of any activity which entails an element of performance at its core can be enhanced by the use of mental skills, so equally the mental skills listed above such as anchoring, optimistic thinking and so on can just as easily be applied in any challenging situation you find yourself, such as:






	
[image: image]   Giving a business or classroom presentation
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[image: image]   Performing as a solo instrumentalist with a symphony orchestra
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In business, mental skills will help you improve your presentation skills, facilitate meetings with more ease, evolve a more effective leadership style, improve team dynamics and develop more productive relationships across the board – all with the net result of achieving better outcomes.


In relationships and parenting, mental skills will help you reduce stress reactions and respond in more measured ways, cultivate mindful interactions, develop deeper compassion and enjoy a deeper sense of connection with the important people in your life. You will be more able to slow things down, so that you have more space to reflect on what you are saying and can better assess whether what you are communicating is actually what you want to say.


By giving us greater self-awareness and more control over our thoughts, feelings and actions, using mental skills in all these contexts will help not only in performance situations, but will also improve our quality of life as a whole and the degree of satisfaction we feel in whatever we do and in how we interact with others.


Once you have built up a range of techniques and strategies, you will have them readily available at any time and in any situation imaginable. From a high-pressure finals match or an important speech, to the more mundane challenges of regular training sessions on a cold and wet winter’s day or getting the kids ready and out the door quickly on a dark and chilly weekday morning, these skills will be with you – your own powerhouse of fuel whenever you most need to lift your energy and move forward.


With the demanding pace of business and life these days, having these skills in our armoury could be regarded as not only useful, but even essential in allowing us to cope – and indeed to grow – through the pressure to perform, strive and succeed.




What I’d say to young players is just to recognise the importance of [mental skills]. And one thing I learnt, and a lot of people outside of sport don’t probably realise, is that [they are] skills and so can be developed. It’s not just something you’re born with. Take handling pressure. It’s not like some people can handle pressure and some people can’t. It’s a skill, and you … can get better at it over time. You just have to invest time in it and recognise that everyone feels pressure at different times in a game and there are techniques to deal with it. You’ve just got to find the ones that suit you.


Conrad Smith – professional rugby player, former All Black
centre with 94 caps; 126 games for the Hurricanes;
qualified lawyer


I think it is the cog that you need to play well. Mental skills are very much overlooked a lot of the time. You’ve got a lot of physical attributes you bring to the game, that you work with your coaches on. But if you’re not right upstairs, in terms of how you are approaching the game and how you are preparing for matches, you’re already on the back foot. In professional sport, the pressure just mounts mentally. How prepared you are for this pretty much determines how far you are going to go in the game.


Victor Vito – professional rugby player, former All Black flanker
with 33 caps; 100 games for the Hurricanes









TWO


The Mental Skills We Need to Win: in Sport, Business, Life




‘The best performers are almost never the most talented, but they have an internal reason for succeeding’


Eddie O’Sullivan












Brent


I recall hearing not so long ago a radio interview with CJ Stander, the South African rugby player who plays for Munster, Ireland, as well as for the Irish and British Lions in 2017. At one point he was asked about the time, earlier in his career, when he was on the verge of having to either convert to hooker or give up his dreams of being a professional rugby player altogether. Did he think that if he had decided to go back to his parents’ 500-acre farm in George on the Western Cape he would have enjoyed it?


Stander replied that while the prospect of returning home to the farm and working alongside his father was a fantastic option, he could never have forgiven himself for not going to the ‘ends of the earth’ to see how far his rugby talents would take him. If he had given up rugby at that point, it would be the one regret he would have always had. So with his parents’ support and a contact from Munster rugby, he moved to Ireland to give rugby his best and possibly last shot – the rest is history. Stander is respected and has been well received as an adopted Irish sportsperson, even going so far as to learn Ireland’s national anthem before his first cap for his adopted country.
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