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“So what are you going to do about it?”

—Harvey Dorfman, when confronting a struggling athlete


ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
SECRETS OF SPORTS PSYCHOLOGY REVEALED:

“There’s a substantial amount of confusion and mystery surrounding sports psychology. But if you want a highly readable primer that cuts through all the clutter, I’d highly recommend Rick Wolff’s Secrets of Sports Psychology Revealed. It contains tremendous insights for any top athlete.”

—JOHN HART, former General Manager for theCleveland Indians, Texas Rangers, and Atlanta Braves

“I met Rick as a young minor-league player, close to thirty years ago. He was my introduction to sports psychology, making a big impact during the most formative years of my professional career. Rick helped me better understand how to handle the successes and inevitable failures associated with high competition. To this day I consider his counseling to have been an important element in my maturation as a baseball person, and even in my ongoing efforts to be prepared for what comes next.”

—JERRY DIPOTO, Executive Vice President and General Manager, Seattle Mariners

“Every winner in athletics, business, medicine, etc. demonstrates qualities that you can observe as well as those inner attributes that you can’t visually see. Rick Wolff, in his latest book, clearly defines and illustrates, in a practical way, how you can improve your performance both on the field as well as from behind your desk. His proven approach will be a guide for you to personally enhance your mental and emotional skills.”

—AL GOLDIS, former major-league executive and member of the Baseball Scouts Hall of Fame

“Through his unique first-hand experience, Rick Wolff is able to consider the evolution of sports psychology and provide each athlete with easily applied tools and approaches to elevate his or her game. The mental side of sport is the key to bridging the gap between potential and performance and Rick’s Secrets of Sports Psychology Revealed will provide anyone interested in elevating their game with easily applied approaches to consistent, improved mental performance.”

—MARK A. SHAPIRO, President and CEO, Toronto Blue Jays

“We in baseball face a daunting task of trying to discern which player has that little ‘extra’ that will propel him to the major-league level ahead of others of the same skill sets. There are many aspiring athletes out there who want nothing more than to ascend to that next stratum. Rick Wolff in his new book can help you achieve that goal with his use of mental cue cards, muscle memory and visualization techniques to augment your physical skills. He breaks down problem areas—believing in oneself, dealing with nervousness, and working through adversity and turns them into positives. Any coach or aspiring player needs to read this book to learn the secrets of being ahead of the competition before the game even begins. If you’re interested in elevating your game and leaving behind some of those stumbling blocks of the past, then this book can only expedite the accomplishment of your goals. Physical ability takes you so far, but the mental and psychological sides of your persona shape your destiny. Read it and you’ll be ahead of the competition.”

—JOE McILVAINE, Senior Advisor, Baltimore Orioles

“The difference between success and failure between the lines is in your head—remember, most hitters enshrined in Cooperstown failed in 7 of every 10 at-bats in their Hall-of-Fame careers. Rick ventured early into the world of sports psychology, and his approach to performance has helped athletes in all sports achieve from the little to the big leagues. This is a valuable read for athletes and coaches alike.”

—GEORGE C. PAPPAS, International and Minor League Operations, Tampa Bay Rays, and author of A Tribe Reborn: How the Cleveland Indians of the ’90s Went from Cellar Dwellers to Playoff Contenders


A LITTLE BACKGROUND…

I FIRST BECAME OBSESSED WITH sports psychology in the early 1970s when I was an undergraduate at Harvard. Although not very well known, Harvard’s baseball team during that time was more than just good—it was one of the top baseball college programs in the nation. Not only did the Crimson win the Ivy League crown seemingly year after year, but in my sophomore year (1971) we advanced all the way to the Division I College World Series in Omaha.

Harvard returned to the College World Series again in 1973 and 1974, but by then I had already been drafted and signed by the Detroit Tigers. And just for the record, the Crimson played in the CWS in 1968 as well, so appearing in the Elite Eight in Omaha on a fairly regular basis was no fluke.

From the team I played on, we had something like eight or nine players drafted into pro ball. Pete Varney, our All–Ivy League slugging catcher, was a first-round draft choice by the Chicago White Sox and played several years in the big leagues (Ivy League football fans will recall that Pete also caught the “winning” two-point conversion against Yale in the famous 29–29 tie game). In any event, as a 6-foot, 165-lb. second baseman, I had excellent speed, range, and sprayed the ball to all fields. But like any aspiring ballplayer, I always fell prone to the occasional batting slump. To counter this, I spent countless hours in the batting cage, trying to hone and finesse my skills to such a fine point that I would, ideally, never again get fooled by a curveball or foul off a fastball that was right down the middle.

In my view, I should be able to “train” my muscles to react instantaneously, and in just the right way, no matter what the pitch. In my perspective, if I could master this basic psychological approach, I should be able to hit, and hit well, at any level of pro ball.

But as I searched the psychology text books in Harvard’s esteemed and plentiful libraries (this was long before the Internet and Google had been invented), one reality become very clear to me: there were no practical books on sports psychology. This was an entirely brand new field which had been left unexplored.

It was right around this time that the East German Olympic athletes were experimenting with applied sports psychology, but what little data I could find was abstract, and in fact, hard to apply. Looking back, I also realize that the East Germans were not eager to share their psychological insights with the rest of the world.

But as someone who was determined to find and develop any kind of mental advantage to my game, I dove in and read as many related books I could find on such “new” terms as muscle memory, visualization, mental cue cards, and so on. Remember, these concepts were not well known back then. And of course, there were no sports psychologists working with pro or college athletes. It was a discipline that just didn’t exist.

There was also a very conservative attitude in pro sports during those days. Big-league front offices and coaches frowned on new developments. Indeed, by the time I was playing professional baseball in the mid-1970s, the generally accepted outlook on sports psychology went like this: Any player who needs to see a sports psychologist ought to have his head examined.

Yes, it’s a funny line, but that was the perception.

Left to my own devices, I started to search for psychology books whose insights could be adapted to sports. One of the very first I read was a book on something called visualization by a successful surgeon, Dr. Maxwell Maltz. His book, Psycho-Cybernetics, which was originally published in 1960, and is still in print today and continues to sell, detailed how he prepared for an operation. In short, he would try to “train” his hand and finger muscles by “visualizing” each precise step of the procedure. He would “see” and plan in his head every aspect of the operation, from beginning to end, and only then did he feel fully prepared to go ahead with performing the actual surgery.

In effect, this was his way of explaining visualization and muscle memory. And it made sense to me. I started to adapt Dr. Maltz’s approach to the way I mentally prepared for every game I played in.

Did it always work? Well, let’s put it this way. By following this visualization approach, I always entered a game knowing that I was mentally ready, fully focused, and ready to perform at the best of my athletic abilities. Did this ensure that I always hit the ball solidly every at-bat, or that I made every play in the field? No, of course not; nobody can guarantee that. But I did play each and every game with a sense of mental preparedness that raised my game to a higher level.

And in short, that’s really the goal of sports psychology: to raise your sense of readiness so that you can compete at the peak of your athletic potential.

MY OWN LUCKY BREAK

Some years after my playing career and while I was coaching at the collegiate level, I wrote a book based on what little research I could find on sports psychology. The Psychology of Winning Baseball was published by Prentice-Hall in 1986, and the publication of that book led to an exciting and unforeseen development in my life.

In 1989, I received a call from Harvey Dorfman, who was the roving sports psychology coach for the Oakland A’s. Harvey was Oakland’s “secret weapon” in that he counseled and guided ballplayers and coaches on how to confront their fears and anxieties so they could play their game at a higher level. As you might recall, the Oakland Athletics were the dominant team in major-league baseball in the late 1980s.

Dorfman told me that he had read my book and knew that I had played pro ball and had been a successful head college coach. He said that a number of major-league teams had contacted him about his jumping over to their team. But Harvey was content working for Oakland, so he asked me if he could give the other teams my phone number. Flattered and stunned, I of course said yes.

Within a matter of a week, I heard from a half-dozen major-league general managers, all of whom had been sent my way by Harvey. I ultimately decided to sign with the then-lowly Cleveland Indians, mainly because their front office people at that time—Hank Peters, John Hart, and Dan O’Dowd—impressed me very much with their candid assessment of their organization, and their long-range plans to improve the team.

My role was to work with their current major leaguers, minor leaguers, and coaching staffs to help them gain a better understanding of basic sports psychology principles and how to apply those principles to their respective abilities.

But along the way, I explained to the front office: “If you expect me to tell your players just to think positive thoughts all the time … or to just take deep breaths when they’re anxious in a game … or to just listen to inspirational music in order to improve their skills, then you’ve hired the wrong guy.

“In short, that kind of stuff really doesn’t work. It’s just superficial and artificial.”

Within five years, the Indians—long the laughing stock of major-league baseball (remember the hit movie Major League?) routinely playing in front of less than 5,000 fans in cavernous old Memorial Stadium in Cleveland—went on to win the American League pennant in 1995.

Was I responsible for that turnaround? Of course not. As noted, the Tribe had a terrific and very smart front office, talented scouts, and most importantly, they had outstanding ballplayers. But I do take pride in that I worked with a number of their players in my years with the organization and that perhaps I had a little impact in their approach to their game.

WHAT THIS BOOK WILL COVER

“Just take some deep breaths and calm yourself down…”

How many times have you heard that kind of advice from your coach when you were in a tight spot in a game?

I don’t know about you, but as a former professional ballplayer, while I agree that you certainly need to breathe during the game, just taking a deep breath or two in order to relax never really did much for me when I was competing. The same goes for just thinking positive thoughts. Perhaps, of course, that kind of simplistic advice works for some athletes, but in my years of clinical work, I never found that those solutions offered much.

That’s why I decided to write this book. As the world of sports psychology has grown exponentially over the last thirty years, I felt that the time had come to write an easy-to-read, and hopefully easy-to-implement, field guide for those athletes who want to include a solid and practical mental approach to improve their game.

If you consider yourself to be a topflight athlete, or you aspire to be one, trust me: you will need a systematic and organized approach with your mental game. And to that end, what I have attempted to do in this book is to present you with a series of easy-to-follow steps and guidelines to get you on the right track.

Will all of my insights work for you? No. But hopefully, what my bits of advice will make you do is think about how you go about preparing for each contest, and more importantly, how you can spontaneously make mental adjustments during the game when the situation calls for it.

Let’s face it. For most of you, when you were a kid, chances are you were so gifted physically that you just went out to play and dominated mainly because you were just so much better than all the other kids. You probably didn’t give much thought at all to your mental game. Perhaps you listened to some sweet music on your iPod as a way to clear your mind or to psych yourself up for the game. That’s fine, and you should continue to do that. But beyond that, I would wager that when you were in high school you probably didn’t need to do much in terms of psychologically preparing yourself for your next game.

But as you climbed the ladder of competition, either to the next level in college or to an elite travel team or perhaps to a professional level, you started to look around and you noticed a few important changes. For starters, now everybody is much bigger, faster, and better than your high school teammates. And the game itself is played at a higher—and better—level. If you want to compete against them, you’re going to have to step up your game. And to help you do just that, beginning to focus on the psychological element is an important first step in your development.

To that end, this book will be different. I want to provide eager and serious athletes some real prescriptive guidelines as to what they can do right now to improve their mental game. My advice is based upon real-world practices, taken from the work I’ve done with top athletes over the years.

To me, the key has always been trying to first help the athlete confront the immediate issue or problem at hand. Get the athlete to come to grips with it, and then tailor and develop a responsible and conscientious process to eliminate the problem that holds the athlete back. And as noted, it’s important to give the athlete some mental cues on how to make vital adjustments during the heat of their game.

Most importantly, you need to keep in mind that sports psychology is not a cure-all. It is not designed to perform miracles. Yet when administered properly, it can offer you the potential of superb results. Best of all, just as you have control over your physical game in terms of your conditioning and practice, you will come away with a much stronger mental approach of how to prepare for each game.

PREPARE YOUR MIND IN THE SAME WAY YOU PREPARE YOUR BODY

You give serious thought to your pregame meal, correct? Or how you practice each day, right?

Those are essential steps that are key to one’s physical well-being.

But remarkably too few athletes spend much time thinking about how they’re going to prepare their mind for the next game. Knowing how to think about, and mentally prepare for, a game is a major component of sports psychology. And yet, most athletes—including many of the best—never really give the mental approach much thought.

Why is that?

Well, the answer is pretty simple. Because, as noted, so many top athletes have done so well for so long in their sport that they have never really had to give any thought to their pregame mental preparation. After all, if you were born with unique special skills, e.g., superior size, speed, eye-hand coordination, strength, and so on, then you just pretty much walked out onto the field and immediately dominated. And have always done so.

As such, there probably wasn’t much of a need to “think” about your next game—except to make sure you got plenty of sleep the night before, and had a decent pregame meal. And of course, to pay attention to what the coach had in mind in terms of game strategy.

But here’s the reality. As all athletes continue to ascend the pyramid of competition, they discover that going from one level to the next becomes more difficult. It was easy for them to dominate at the youth level, and even in high school or on local travel teams. But once they arrive at the collegiate level, suddenly, for the first time in their life, they are now confronted with other superior athletes who are probably just as big, fast, strong, and talented as they are.

Presented with this new kind of level playing field, it’s now up to the athlete to figure out some sort of new advantage around their competitors. And for many, exploring the world of sports psychology and trying to find a fresh approach on how to prepare themselves mentally becomes critically important.

That’s one of the key purposes of this book.

So, ask yourself: what do you do to mentally prepare for a game?

If you don’t do much, or have never thought about what you do, that’s to be expected. And that’s fine.

But my goal is to not only make you aware that this mental approach exists, but that following some of the tips I present here will help you elevate your game, and ideally make you more consistent in your performances. Besides, there’s a good chance that your opponents are already exploring sports psychology as well.

But by the end of this book, it is hoped that you will:

•   Have a basic understanding of sports psychology

•   Discover some of the myths and misconceptions of the topic

•   Learn how to better prepare yourself mentally for games

•   Be able to customize and streamline your ability to make key adjustments during the heat of competition

•   Learn how to cope with setbacks, and more importantly, what steps can be taken to learn from your mistakes and defeats

Does all of this take a little time? Yes. But you’ll find that once you start, you’ll discover quickly that your approach will become more focused on what you want to achieve, and how you can do so.

You will also find that I have attempted to write this book in a breezy style. Over the years, I have found that too many sports psychology guides, manuals, and books tend to read in a kind of academic, dry, mumbo-jumbo nomenclature that really isn’t accessible to many readers. True, some of these books often contain wonderful psychological research and have great insights, but I have always been bothered by their seemingly high-brow vocabulary that unfortunately makes their work difficult to follow and to implement.

Having been a college and pro player myself, as well as a college head coach and professional coach, I know that athletes are always eager for new insights and information. But they also want that kind of intel presented to them in a manner that is easy to understand and easy to apply right away.

For that reason, I’ve attempted to write this book in that kind of style; that is, a casual approach that tries to connect the latest thoughts and research on sports psychology with the insights from the various top athletes I’ve had the privilege of working with over the years.

So let’s get started.

Rick Wolff
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AN INTRODUCTION TO SPORTS PSYCHOLOGY

“IT WAS A REALLY TOUGH thirty minutes for me that hopefully I never experience again.”

Those were the words of Jordan Spieth right after the 2016 Masters golf tournament when, after cruising along seemingly effortlessly for three days with a five-shot lead heading to the 10th tee on the final back nine, Spieth uncharacteristically fell apart with consecutive bogeys followed by a quadruple bogey before putting the brakes on this unexpected meltdown.

Problem was, by the time the twenty-two-year-old Spieth had recovered his bearings, his 5-shot lead had evaporated and Danny Willett, a not-well-known Englishman, had taken over the lead and never looked back. Willett won the tournament, a tournament he didn’t expect to play in. He had actually circled the date on his calendar, but because his wife was due with their first child at the same time, Willet assumed he would be at her side instead of competing. But their son arrived a bit earlier than expected, and as such, Willett headed to Georgia to compete.

By the way, although the sports world focused its attention on the travails of Spieth, what was overlooked was that Willett was five shots behind Spieth with just six holes to play. While Jordan was collapsing, Danny shot a 5-under 67 for the day, which matched the best score of the weekend. He had no bogeys in his last round.

Put another way, while Spieth was having fits down the stretch, Willett was calmly going about his business. I’m quite sure he was well aware of what has happening to Spieth’s lead, but Willett found a way to play his game and not be distracted.

I use this example from the world of golf because in many ways, it symbolizes what kind of role sports psychology can play in highly competitive events. While there might have been some technical adjustments that Jordan should have made to his game when he was going through this rough patch, the truth is that, physically, he was in good shape. He wasn’t tired, or weak, or in poor health. He just made some bad decisions on his shots, and as he tried to salvage his game, he apparently made some more poor decisions.

This takes us into the realm of sports psychology.

On the other hand, Danny didn’t allow the building excitement or adrenaline rush get in the way of his game. He played on with a stoic approach, not allowing the unexpected developments to impede or get in the way of his mental approach.

One fateful afternoon of golf. Two amazingly talented golfers. And yet, one was able to maintain a solid mental focus while the other apparently fell victim to psychological disaster.

That evening and for the next few days, sports radio talk shows were filled with callers who had compassionate advice for Jordan Spieth:

“What he needs to do is to go out right away on Augusta National and play those three holes he screwed up on, and play them again. He needs to convince himself that he can handle and master those holes. Otherwise, he’ll be plagued forever by that memory of disaster.”

Someone else said just the opposite: “C’mon, the guy’s a top pro. Best thing for him to do is just shake it off and forget about it. Go out and have a couple of beers and don’t give it a second thought. Hey, it’s golf—that kind of thing happens.”

So, if you were to meet up with Jordan Spieth, and after you expressed your sympathies for his tough performance at the Masters, what kind of advice would you give him to bounce back?

Or, what would you advise a baseball player who is stuck in a horrendous batting slump?

Or a basketball player who can’t seem to sink free throws with any real consistency, especially at the end of a game when the score is close?

Or a field goal kicker who has a very strong and accurate leg, but also seems to have difficulty in delivering in clutch situations?

If there is one target goal you want to learn about and take away from this book, it’s the concept of how to get “into the zone” … That’s the ultimate reward.

BUT FIRST, A LITTLE HOMEWORK

There are all sorts of ways to get into the psychology of improving your performance. But let’s start with the basic presumption that, in an ideal world, top athletes are always hoping to be able to slow the action down in the heat of competition and to focus on what they can do and how they can do it.

In short, to perform at a high level on a consistent basis.

Sure, physical talent and repetitive practice are essential. But once you begin to climb the steep slope of the athletic pyramid, you begin to recognize that all of your competitors are pretty much just like you: they are physically talented and, like you, they have devoted most of their life to endless practice to improve and hone their skills.

Don’t believe me? Be sure to Google the 2017 Gatorade commercial about difference makers featuring current NFL superstar J. J. Watt. That short, entertaining, and powerful commercial does a terrific job in highlighting how you and all of your competitors are all working your tails off in order to get a competitive advantage.

So, if your peers are top athletes—just like you—how does one reach the next level where they not only compete … but also win?

Think about that.

Let me explain so there’s no misunderstanding. Let’s say you’re hoping to someday play on a college team. Or you have your sights set on someday playing at the professional level. If that’s true, then you owe it to yourself to take a few minutes to do a little homework on the athletic accomplishments of some of today’s college and pro stars.

To do that, choose a few of your favorite athletes. Go online and Google them. Go to their Wikipedia page, or if you want, go to the college website where they currently play, or to the website for their pro team.

Scan quickly down to their high school achievements. You’ll see that no matter where that individual grew up—whether it was in Orlando or Topeka or Spokane or wherever—that athlete won all sorts of accolades and awards in their youth. All-League. All-County. All-State. Team captain. League MVP. And so on.

And in many cases, these achievements weren’t just in one sport, but a variety of sports, meaning that these athletes were so gifted that they didn’t have to specialize in just one activity as a youth. In other words, these individuals were clearly viewed as top athletes when they were growing up.

Now, do this: take a few moments to check out some of the backgrounds of some of this athlete’s teammates. Especially at the professional and Division I level, a quick scan of most of the other players on that team will reveal similar outstanding athletic accomplishments and achievements from when they were in high school. In short, there are a lot of top athletes in this country, they come from all over, and they all have terrific athletic resumes. And it should also be apparent that these individuals are totally dedicated to their sport, and stay in top shape all year round in order to remain at the top of their game.
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“Read this book to learn the secrets of being ahead of the competition before
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