




[image: ]










[image: ]









for my mother and father,
who brought me to the Game,
and for Prem Rawat
who showed me what Winning is











What is the real game?


It is a game in which the heart is entertained, the game in which you are entertained.


It is the game you will win.


—Prem Rawat












FOREWORD


• • •


Let it Be


PROFESSOR GEOFF BEATTIE


Edge Hill University


Today, most people in the world of sport recognize that success and failure are not decided solely on the pitch, in the ring or on the tennis court. They are just as often decided in the mind, sometimes before the players have even entered the arena. We watch boxers standing toe to toe and we can see fear flit across the eyes and mouth of one of the fighters, and we know that the game is already up. These days commentators will also point out what they have detected, just in case we have missed it, even when that facial expression is fast and fleeting and soon concealed by the mask of a half-smile. Experienced commentators understand that we, the viewer, are interested these days in reading the emotional state of the fighters and that we want to understand the psychology of the fight to see how it affects the outcome. The commentators have their own way of drawing our attention to it. ‘I don’t think that the challenger is up for this tonight, it’s a big step for him.’ And we nod along in agreement, aware already – perhaps even before the boxer himself – that the fight is over before it has even begun.


We are all believers in the importance of the mind in sport these days, and, to some extent, we are even psychologically literate. We are familiar with the phrases ‘choking’, ‘non-verbal leakage’ and ‘emotional suppression’; we even know a little about the vocabulary for different sorts of personalities and what drives our favourite players. We know a little about the famous ‘chimp paradox’, developed by the psychiatrist Steve Peters, which offers a ‘fun’ take on some very basic neuroscience, but with important endorsements from some very satisfied clients – British Cycling, SkyProCycling, Ronnie O’Sullivan, England Rugby, Liverpool Football Club, the England football squad. We may even have heard former England football captain Steven Gerrard talking about ‘controlling his inner chimp’, and wondered exactly what he has done to get it back in its box. And all this talk and guided observation has seeped into how we think. We watch the England football team line up to take penalties and we analyse them ourselves from the comfort of our armchair. We shout back at the screen at the manager’s choice. ‘Not him, please not him. It’s all over his face. He’s lost his confidence; he doesn’t want to take a penalty. Can’t you see the expression on his face?’


Sometimes we are even right in our predictions (we are right more often than not when it comes to the England football team and penalties), and this reinforces our belief in our ability as intuitive psychologists and the importance of mind-reading in that great competitive domain of sport. We look at great teams or players and reason that the best coaches and managers may be brilliant tacticians, but first and foremost they are great psychologists. They can read their players, motivate them, and more than that, they can understand them. Not in the everyday sense of ‘I understand what you are going through: I can feel your pain’, but in the much harder sense of ‘I can predict how you are going to play today against that opponent in front of those fans, given what you have been through in the past few weeks.’ The great managers and coaches have considerable insight into what makes players tick.


But it was not always like this. There was an era in sport when the inner game was rarely taken seriously. Into that void, in the mid-seventies, came a gem of a book called The Inner Game of Tennis by Tim Gallwey. The message was simple: ‘neither mastery nor satisfaction can be found in the playing of any game without giving some attention to the relatively neglected skills of the inner game. This is the game that takes place in the mind of the player, and it is played against such obstacles as lapses in concentration, nervousness, self-doubt and self-condemnation. In short, it is played to overcome all habits of mind which inhibit excellence in performance.’ Gallwey, a tennis player and coach, and not a psychologist, aimed to teach us to play that inner game better. His thesis emerged from what he had witnessed on the tennis court. The simple idea underpinning the book is that human beings do not actually have a single mind (which makes the mind-reading of the modern pundit all the more problematic), they have two. They have a conscious mind and an unconscious mind, with both systems underpinned by different neural circuitry, and the interaction between these two different systems might hold the key not just to success in sport but too much else in life besides.


Gallwey’s breakthrough came from observing players on the court in front of him, and listening to what they were saying. What he witnessed was players carrying out endless dialogues with themselves. You can imagine the conversations between ‘I’ (the conscious self/the person who gives the instructions) and ‘myself’ (the unconscious, automatic self/the person who performs the action). ‘Come on, Tom, meet the ball in front of you.’ ‘Keep your eyes on the ball.’ And then the endless criticism: ‘How many more mistakes?’ ‘Stop doing that.’ ‘You’re useless.’


Gallwey calls the conscious self ‘Self 1’, and the unconscious, automatic self ‘Self 2’. He starts with the assumption that the way Self 1 talks to Self 2 might hold the key to sporting success and failure. He tells us to imagine these two components of the mind as different people and then to imagine what we would think of the relationship between these two individuals if we were to overhear what was being said in the endless, repetitive and often insulting instructions given by Self 1 to his or her silent partner. Gallwey writes: ‘It seems as though Self 1 doesn’t think Self 2 hears well, or has a short memory, or is stupid. The truth is, of course, that Self 2, which includes the unconscious mind and nervous system, hears everything, never forgets anything, and is anything but stupid. After hitting the ball firmly once, he knows forever which muscles to contract to do it again. That’s his nature.’ But how do you stop the judgmental Self 1 doing this? How do you set the unconscious, automatic mind free? How do you break bad habits, which are unconsciously executed and often carried out without any conscious reflection at all?


Gallwey dismisses some ideas quickly. The power of positive thinking was making a big splash at the time and has continued to do so in various guises through cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). So too has the training of optimism by focusing on our everyday habitual thoughts and by substituting positive thoughts for negative ones. Indeed, it has given rise to a whole new branch of contemporary psychology called ‘positive psychology’ (although it is not without its critics). Gallwey himself is quite critical of this way of doing things. He says ‘The substituting of a kind of “positive hypnotism” for a previous habit of “negative hypnotism” may appear at least to have short-range benefits, but I have always found that the honeymoon ends all too soon.’ His reason for this rejection is that positive and negative evaluations are always in a symbiotic relationship with each other. Gallwey writes ‘It is impossible to judge one event as positive without seeing others events as not positive or as negative.’ In other words, once you start trying to praise yourself for positive actions, you raise the spectre of criticism. ‘That shot was good . . .’ Self 1 may be silent for a while, but Self 2 still knows what it is thinking! And in that silence, it still hears the criticism from that great judgmental and disparaging authority figure in the corner, always out to protect itself, always out to criticize others, particularly one other person (Self 2), the one who cannot escape.


So, what is Gallwey’s proposed solution? It is about a different type of learning, what psychologists these days might call ‘implicit learning’. It’s about watching and thinking less, it’s about internalizing the visual image in front of you, it’s about experimenting with role playing and trying out different routines to increase the range of your game, it’s about play and leaving Self 1 aghast at the goings on in this room of fun. Gallwey says it is ‘the art of letting go of Self 1 control and letting Self 2 play the game spontaneously.’ I would put it stronger than this. It’s about locking Self 1 out of the room. It’s about gaining the experience of peace in a moment when the mind is relatively still, it’s about seeing the ball differently and listening to it, it’s about being aware of your breathing and what it is to be in the moment.


But The Inner Game of Tennis would never have had the impact it had if it was just an instructional manual for better tennis. It offers a philosophy of life, a life to be lived in the moment. If you read this book with the sole idea of becoming a winner at tennis, I suspect that Gallwey himself would be more than a little disappointed by your sense of purpose. Indeed, Gallwey attacks the whole notion of competition inherent in sport. ‘If I assume that I am making myself more worthy of respect by winning, then I must believe, consciously or unconsciously, that by defeating someone, I am making him less worthy of respect. I can’t go up without pushing someone else down.’ Gallwey says that sport is not war, and we need to think about it differently, we have to change our metaphorical frame for how we conceptualize it. For Gallwey it’s not about winning or losing the match, it’s about ‘making the maximum effort during every point because I realize that that is where the true value lies.’ Gallwey’s broad approach is to be found in the Zen philosophy of ‘let it be’. ‘Letting go means allowing joy to come into your life instead of contriving to have a good time’ and the ultimate ‘winner’ in the end ‘stops caring about the outcome and plays all out.’


You can read this book in one sitting, but the ideas will stay with you for a long time. Gallwey clearly hit upon something, and he was very obviously way ahead of his time. Since the mid-nineties psychologists have been devising new methods to measure the operation of the unconscious, automatic system and have explored the relationship between this and the conscious reflective system in some detail. The two systems operate and think differently. In my book Our Racist Heart? An Exploration of Unconscious Prejudice in Everyday Life I explored the implications of these two systems for implicit racism in everyday life, now a major research topic. In his bestseller Thinking, Fast and Slow, Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman explored the operation of the two systems for various types of decision making, including economic decision making. Gallwey’s little book was very prescient. The divided self is still there in tennis, in sport and in life, and we all still have to deal with it, even former England captains battling against their metaphorical inner chimp.
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The Best Guide to Getting Out of Your Own Way


BILL GATES


When Roger Federer announced his retirement, I thought of a fascinating insight he once gave me into his playing style: One of the keys to his success, he told me, is his incredible ability to keep his cool and remain calm. Anyone who has once seen Roger play knows what he meant. When he found himself behind in the game, he knew he might need to push himself a little more, but he never worried too much. And when he won a point, he didn’t waste a lot of energy congratulating himself. His style was the opposite of someone like John McEnroe, who shows all his emotions and then some.


I was glad to hear Roger talk about that element of his game, because it’s something I’ve been trying to incorporate in my own since the mid-1970s, when I first came across Timothy Gallwey’s groundbreaking book The Inner Game of Tennis. It’s the best book on tennis that I have ever read, and its profound advice applies to many other parts of life. I still give it to friends today.


When Inner Game was published in 1974, it was a big hit. Gallwey, a successful tennis coach based in southern California, introduced the idea that tennis is composed of two distinct games. There’s the outer game, which is the mechanical part—how you hold the racket, keep your arm level on your backhand, and so on. It’s the part that most coaches and players tend to focus on.


Gallwey acknowledged the importance of the outer game, but what he was really interested in, and what he thought was missing from most people’s approach, was the Inner Game. “This is the game that takes place in the mind of the player,” he wrote. Unlike the outer game, where your opponent is the person on the other side of the net, the Inner Game “is played against such obstacles as lapses in concentration, nervousness, self-doubt, and self-condemnation. In short, it is played to overcome all habits of mind which inhibit excellence in performance.”


That idea resonated with me so well that I read the book several times, which is unusual for me. Before I read it, in just about every match I would say to myself at some point, “I’m so mad I missed that shot. I’m so bad at this.” That negative reinforcement would linger, so during the next point, I was still thinking about that bad shot. Gallwey presented ways of letting go of those negative feelings and getting out of your own way so you could move on to the next point.


Gallwey had one particular insight that seems crazy the first time you hear it. “The secret to winning any game,” he wrote, “lies in not trying too hard.”


How could you expect to win by not trying too hard? “When a tennis player is ‘in the zone,’ he’s not thinking about how, when, or even where to hit the ball,” Gallwey wrote. “They’re not trying to hit the ball, and after the shot they don’t think about how badly or how well they made contact. The ball seems to get hit through a process which doesn’t require thought.”


The Inner Game is really about your state of mind. Is it helping you or hurting you? For most of us, it’s too easy to slip into self-criticism, which then inhibits our performance even more. We need to learn from our mistakes without obsessing over them.


Gallwey and his readers quickly realized that the Inner Game wasn’t just about tennis. He went on to publish similar books about golf, skiing, music, and even the workplace.


Even though I stopped playing tennis in my twenties so I could focus on Microsoft and didn’t start again until my forties, Gallwey’s insights subtly affected how I showed up at work. For example, although I’m a big believer in being critical of myself and objective about my own performance, I try to do it like Gallwey: in a constructive fashion that improves my performance.


And although I’m not always perfect at it, I try to manage teams the same way. Years ago, there was an incident where a team at Microsoft discovered a bug in a piece of software they had already shipped to stores. (This was back when software was sold on discs.) They would have to recall the software, at significant cost to the company. When they told me the bad news, they were really beating themselves up. I told them, “I’m glad you’re admitting that you need to replace the discs. Today you lost a lot of money. Tomorrow, come in and try to do better. And let’s figure out what allowed that bug to make it into the product, so it doesn’t happen again.”


Tennis has evolved over the years. The best players in the world today play a very different style from the champions of fifty years ago. But The Inner Game of Tennis is just as relevant today as it was in 1974. Even as the outer game has changed, the Inner Game has remained the same.


This introduction is adapted from “The Best Guide to Getting Out of Your Own Way,” which originally appeared on GatesNotes.com.









PROLOGUE


• • •


Every game is composed of two parts, an outer game and an Inner Game. The outer game is played against an external opponent to overcome external obstacles, and to reach an external goal. Mastering this game is the subject of many books offering instructions on how to swing a racket, club, or bat, and how to position arms, legs, or torso to achieve the best results. But for some reason most of us find these instructions easier to remember than to execute.


It is the thesis of this book that neither mastery nor satisfaction can be found in the playing of any game without giving some attention to the relatively neglected skills of the Inner Game. This is the game that takes place in the mind of the player, and it is played against such obstacles as lapses in concentration, nervousness, self-doubt, and self-condemnation. In short, it is played to overcome all habits of mind which inhibit excellence in performance.


We often wonder why we play so well one day and so poorly the next, or why we clutch during competition, or blow easy shots. And why does it take so long to break a bad habit and learn a new one? Victories in the Inner Game may provide no additions to the trophy case, but they bring valuable rewards which are more permanent and which can contribute significantly to one’s success, off the court as well as on.


Players of the Inner Game come to value the art of relaxed concentration above all other skills; they discover a true basis for self-confidence; and they learn that the secret to winning any game lies in not trying too hard. They aim at the kind of spontaneous performance which occurs only when the mind is calm and seems at one with the body, which finds its own surprising ways to surpass its own limits again and again. Moreover, while overcoming the common hang-ups of competition, players of the Inner Game uncover a will to win which unlocks all their energy and which is never discouraged by losing.


There is a far more natural and effective process for learning and doing almost anything than most of us realize. It is similar to the process we all used, but soon forgot, as we learned to walk and talk. It uses the intuitive capabilities of the mind and both the right and left hemispheres of the brain. This process doesn’t have to be learned; we already know it. All that is needed is to unlearn those habits which interfere with it and then to just let it happen.


To uncover and explore the potential within the human body is the quest of the Inner Game; in this book it will be explored through the medium of tennis.
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Reflections on the Mental Side of Tennis


• • •


The problems which most perplex tennis players are not those dealing with the proper way to swing a racket. Books and professionals giving this information abound. Nor do most players complain excessively about physical limitations. The most common complaint of athletes ringing down the corridors of the ages is, “It’s not that I don’t know what to do, it’s that I don’t do what I know!” Other common complaints that come constantly to the attention of the tennis pro:


I play better in practice than during the match.


I know exactly what I’m doing wrong on my forehand, I just can’t seem to break the habit.


When I’m really trying hard to do the stroke the way it says to in the book, I flub the shot every time. When I concentrate on one thing I’m supposed to be doing, I forget something else.


Every time I get near match point against a good player, I get so nervous I lose my concentration.


I’m my own worst enemy; I usually beat myself.


Most players of any sport run into these or similar difficulties frequently, but it is not so easy to gain practical insight into how to deal with them. The player is often left with such warmed-over aphorisms as “Well, tennis is a very psychological game, and you have to develop the proper mental attitudes” or “You have to be confident and possess the will to win or else you’ll always be a loser.” But how can one “be confident” or develop the “proper mental attitudes”? These questions are usually left unanswered.


So there seems to be room for comment on the improvement of the mental processes which translate technical information about how to hit a ball into effective action. How to develop the inner skills, without which high performance is impossible, is the subject of The Inner Game of Tennis.


The Typical Tennis Lesson


Imagine what goes on inside the head of an eager student taking a lesson from an equally eager new tennis pro. Suppose that the student is a middle-aged businessman bent on improving his position on the club ladder. The pro is standing at the net with a large basket of balls, and being a bit uncertain whether this student is considering them worth the lesson fee, carefully evaluates every shot. “That’s good, but you’re rolling your racket face over a little on your follow-through, Mr. Weil. Now shift your weight onto your front foot as you step into the ball. . . . Now you’re taking your racket back too late. . . . Your backswing should be a little lower than on that last shot. . . . That’s it, much better.” Before long, Mr. Weil’s mind is churning with six thoughts about what he should be doing and sixteen thoughts about what he shouldn’t be doing. Improvement seems dubious and very complex, but both he and the pro are impressed by the careful analysis of each stroke and the fee is gladly paid upon receipt of the advice to “practice all this, and eventually you’ll see a big improvement.”


I too admit to overteaching as a new pro, but one day when I was in a relaxed mood, I began saying less and noticing more. To my surprise, errors that I saw but didn’t mention were correcting themselves without the student ever knowing he had made them. How were the changes happening? Though I found this interesting, it was a little hard on my ego, which didn’t quite see how it was going to get its due credit for the improvements being made. It was an even greater blow when I realized that sometimes my verbal instructions seemed to decrease the probability of the desired correction occurring.


All teaching pros know what I’m talking about. They all have students like one of mine named Dorothy. I would give Dorothy a gentle, low-pressured instruction like, “Why don’t you try lifting the follow-through up from your waist to the level of your shoulder? The topspin will keep the ball in the court.” Sure enough, Dorothy would try hard to follow my instructions. The muscles would tense around her mouth; her eyebrows would set in a determined frown; the muscles in her forearm would tighten, making fluidity impossible; and the follow-through would end only a few inches higher. At this point, the stock response of the patient pro is, “That’s better, Dorothy, but relax, don’t try so hard!” The advice is good as far as it goes, but Dorothy does not understand how to “relax” while also trying hard to hit the ball correctly.


Why should Dorothy—or you or I—experience an awkward tightening when performing a desired action which is not physically difficult? What happens inside the head between the time the instruction is given and the swing is complete? The first glimmer of an answer to this key question came to me at a moment of rare insight after a lesson with Dorothy: “Whatever’s going on in her head, it’s too damn much! She’s trying so hard to swing the racket the way I told her that she can’t focus on the ball.” Then and there, I promised myself I would cut down on the quantity of verbal instructions.


My next lesson that day was with a beginner named Paul who had never held a racket. I was determined to show him how to play using as few instructions as possible; I’d try to keep his mind uncluttered and see if it made a difference. So I started by telling Paul I was trying something new: I was going to skip entirely my usual explanations to beginning players about the proper grip, stroke, and footwork for the basic forehand. Instead, I was going to hit ten forehands myself, and I wanted him to watch carefully, not thinking about what I was doing, but simply trying to grasp a visual image of the forehand. He was to repeat the image in his mind several times and then just let his body imitate. After I had hit ten forehands, Paul imagined himself doing the same. Then, as I put the racket into his hand, sliding it into the correct grip, he said to me, “I noticed that the first thing you did was to move your feet.” I replied with a noncommittal grunt and asked him to let his body imitate the forehand as well as it could. He dropped the ball, took a perfect backswing, swung forward, racket level, and with natural fluidity ended the swing at shoulder height, perfect for his first attempt! But wait, his feet; they hadn’t moved an inch from the perfect ready position he had assumed before taking his racket back. They were nailed to the court. I pointed to them, and Paul said, “Oh yeah, I forgot about them!” The one element of the stroke Paul had tried to remember was the one thing he didn’t do! Everything else had been absorbed and reproduced without a word being uttered or an instruction being given!


I was beginning to learn what all good pros and students of tennis must learn: that images are better than words, showing better than telling, too much instruction worse than none, and that trying often produces negative results. One question perplexed me: What’s wrong with trying? What does it mean to try too hard?


Playing Out of Your Mind


Reflect on the state of mind of a player who is said to be “hot” or “playing in the zone.” Is she or are they thinking about each shot? Are they thinking at all? Listen to the phrases commonly used to describe a player at his best: “He’s out of his mind”; “She’s playing over her head”; “He’s unconscious”; “They don’t know what they’re doing.” The common factor in each of these descriptions is that some part of the mind is not so active. Athletes in most sports use similar phrases, and the best of them know that their peak performance never comes when they’re thinking about it.


Clearly, to play unconsciously does not mean to play without consciousness. That would be quite difficult! In fact, those playing “out of their mind” are more aware of the ball, the court, and, when necessary, the opponent. But they are not aware of giving themselves a lot of instructions, thinking about how to hit the ball, how to correct past mistakes, or how to repeat what they just did. They are conscious, but not thinking, not over-trying. Players in this state know where they want the ball to go, but they don’t have to “try hard” to send it there. It just seems to happen—and often with more accuracy than they could have hoped for. These players seem to be immersed in a flow of action which requires their energy, yet results in greater power and accuracy. The “hot streak” usually continues until they start thinking about it and try to maintain it; as soon as they attempt to exercise control, they lose it.


To test this theory is a simple matter, if you don’t mind a little underhanded game play. The next time your opponent is having a hot streak, simply ask as you switch courts, “What are you doing so differently that’s making your forehand so good today?” If they take the bait—and 95 percent will—and begin to think about how they’re swinging, telling you how they’re really meeting the ball out in front, keeping the wrist firm, and following through better, the streak invariably will end. They will lose their timing and fluidity as they try to repeat what they have just told you they were doing so well.


But can one learn to play “out of one’s mind” on purpose? How can you be consciously unconscious? It sounds like a contradiction in terms; yet this state can be achieved. Perhaps a better way to describe the mind of a player who is “unconscious” is by saying it is so concentrated, so focused, that it is still. It becomes one with what the body is doing, and the unconscious or automatic functions are working without interference from thoughts. The concentrated mind has no room for thinking about how well the body is doing, much less of the how-to’s of the doing. When a player is in this state, there is little to interfere with the full expression of their potential to perform, learn, and enjoy.


The ability to approach this state is the goal of the Inner Game. The development of inner skills is required, but it is interesting to note that if, while learning tennis, you begin to learn how to focus your attention and how to trust in yourself, you have learned something far more valuable than how to hit a forceful backhand. The backhand can be used to advantage only on a tennis court, but the skill of mastering the art of effortless concentration is invaluable in whatever you set your mind to.
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