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Part I: Developing An Athletic Identity 

All sports are mentally taxing for athletes to varying degrees. Depending on the sport and 

whether athletes are competing as an individual or as a team, the mental aspect can range from 

50%-90% (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Even if one assumes that an athlete is competing in a sport 

that is “only” 50% mental, it is unlikely that in most instances the practice methods and time 

allocations properly reflect the importance of mental skills training. In the following sections, the 

role of athletic identity and sport ethic, as well as provide an overview of mental skills training 

will be discussed. 

The term identity in a sport-specific context seeks to identify the role that a sport plays in 

a person’s life (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). For some it may be a distinguishing characteristic, for 

others it may be part of who they are. For example, do you play golf, or are you a golfer? A 

golfer will act differently and hold themselves to different standards than a person who plays 

golf. For a golfer, the sport is a distinguishing part of who they are. An athlete’s commitment 

level is strongly influenced by their athletic identity (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Athletic identity 

relates to the concept of sport ethic, which involves an individual identifying as an athlete, and 

therefore making sacrifices, both on and off the field, in order to maximize their athletic 

performance. (Hughes & Coakley, 1991). If you simply play golf, missing a practice session 

because you felt tired may be acceptable. However, if you identify as a golfer, practicing even 

when you do not necessarily feel like it is simply an innate part of who you are and what you do. 

This relates to the concept of pursuing excellence versus pursuing outcomes. The pursuit of 

excellence is the commitment and focus towards personal improvement, while the pursuit of 

outcomes is extrinsically focused on external measures of success and rewards (Orlick, 2016). 
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Rather than the act of competing and performing being the reward, external factors such as fame, 

money, and approval are sought after. The pursuit of excellence requires a mastery approach, 

meaning a constant dedication towards improving one’s craft (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). The 

benefits of this approach include decreased performance anxiety, increased performance control, 

and sustained motivation (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). 

Along the journey of striving for peak athletic performance the importance of mental 

skills training (MST) is often overlooked. The primary reasons being “...a lack of knowledge, 

perceived lack of time, or a belief that psychological skills are innate and can’t be taught” 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015, p. 252). In general terms, MST helps individuals utilize their existing 

skills in necessary situations. MST is a “systematic and consistent practice of mental or 

psychological skills for the purpose of enhancing performance, increasing enjoyment, or 

achieving greater sport and physical activity-satisfaction” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, p. 248) . 

MST training should help nurture and develop various types of skills that all fall into the 

following categories: foundational, performance, personal development, and team skills 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015, p. 265). 

Ideally, MST will allow an athlete to successfully adapt to changes in their surroundings 

without the presence of outside coaching. Self-regulation is a critical part of that, and involves 

“monitoring and managing one’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, p. 

258) .  Through proper self-regulation athletes are more adequately equipped to work towards 

their short and long-term goals (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, p. 258). Kirschenbaum’s “five-stage 

model of self-regulation” provides an excellent starting point for MST as the model starts with 

problem identification, followed by commitment, execution, environmental management, and 
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concludes with generalization (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, p. 259). The term generalization refers 

to the act of incorporating behaviors into new environments and conditions  ( Weinberg & Gould, 

2015, p. 259). 

In order to optimize MST, identifying and understanding the relevant skills and traits that 

an athlete requires is important. The process of performance profiling includes having the athlete 

identify important characteristics and traits of successful athletes in their given domain, and then 

rating themselves on them  ( Weinberg & Gould, 2015, p. 262). Having acquired this information, 

a performance profile would be generated. The benefits of performance profiling include raising 

athlete’s awareness, facilitating discussion, and providing a starting point for goal setting 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015, p. 262). Having established a baseline and course of action, various 

MST elements will have to be incorporated and improved depending on the athlete’s needs such 

as self-talk, self-efficacy, imagery, visualization, mental toughness, routines, attention control, 

cuing, goal setting, arousal control, and emotional management. 
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Part II: Routines and Performance Readiness 

Routines are an integral part of an athlete’s ability to perform to their maximum potential 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Depending on the sport, athlete, and/or situation, an athlete will have 

distinctly different pre-competition, in-competition, and post-competition routine. A 

pre-performance routine consists of a combination of cognitive strategies and behavioral 

responses (Cohn, 1990). It refers to the “behaviors, actions, and thoughts leading up to a specific 

performance point in the execution of a motor skill” (Aitken, 2014, p.28). Pre-performance 

routines are critical for peak performance in self-paced events with target aiming elements (i.e. 

golf, archery, tennis serve, basketball free throws). Key characteristics of self-paced events 

include adequate preparation time as well as stable and predictable environmental conditions 

(Singer, 2002). The purpose of a pre-performance routine is to “put oneself in an optimal 

emotional, high self-expectant, confident, and focused state immediately prior to execution, and 

to remain that way during the act” (Singer, 2002, p. 367). The athlete has to develop a routine 

that enables them to self-regulate their thoughts and emotions to match the demands of the task 

at hand, foster deep concentration, optimize self-efficacy, and promote automaticity (Singer, 

2002). Automaticity refers to the athlete’s ability to have non-conscious attention towards the act 

being performed, without an awareness or susceptibility to external or internal distractors 

(Singer, 2002). Self-regulatory techniques are critical in entering a state that fosters the 

aforementioned traits. Self-regulation (SR) are processes or behaviors that one can use to control 

thought, information processing, emotions, and/or actions (Kermarrec, 2009). 

If an athlete is striving for peak performance, being able to consistently perform in a flow 

state or being in “the zone” is critical (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). However, what elements 
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comprise the flow state? How can our routines help us more frequently perform in the flow state? 

Flow state occurs when a person is immersed in a challenging activity, feels good about 

involvement, displays intrinsic motivation, and genuinely enjoys the experience (Buchanan & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). In a sport-specific context, athletes performing at their best claim to 

have more time to execute their performance, have clear imagery, high levels of self-confidence, 

and their focus of attention is unaffected by external distractions and/or internal self-doubt 

(Singer, 2002). Effective use of routines can help facilitate these cognitive, behavioral and 

psychophysiological processes (Singer, 2002). At a closer glance one can notice that there is no 

mention of elite athletes recounting their attention being directed towards technical thoughts 

during peak performance. In fact, technical and analytical thoughts have been inversely related 

with elite performance (Haufler, Spalding, Maria, & Hatfield, 2002).  Elite marksmen have been 

found to have lower levels of activity in the left cerebral hemisphere of the brain (responsible for 

analytical thought) compared to novice marksmen during the aiming period (Haufler, Spalding, 

Maria, & Hatfield, 2002). Specifically in self-paced aiming tasks, superior performance “has 

been associated with relatively reduced activity in the temporal lobe of the left cerebral 

hemisphere and maintenance of that in the right” (Haufler, Spalding, Maria, & Hatfield, 2002, 

p.133) Moreover, the elite marksmen were found to have greater levels of alpha power, which 

are associated with calmness and are considered the resting state for the brain (Haufler, Spalding, 

Maria, & Hatfield, 2002).  

The ability to enter the flow state relies on the “automatic activation of internal processes 

and movement patterns” (Singer, 2002, p.372).  Therefore, a sound understanding of the 

relationship between purposeful practice of skills and the development of routines is critical. 
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Purposeful practice is needed to develop the desired movement patterns that are needed to 

perform the technical actions of a sport to a high level (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). With this 

underlying technical ability developed, routines should be harnessed to provide the athlete the 

best possibility of performing the desired actions in competitive environments with a perceived 

effortlessness, presence in the moment, and without negative psychophysiological interference 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015). 

While the terms “competition” and “performance” can be used interchangeably, based on 

personal experience, I have decided to distinguish between pre-competition and 

pre-performance” routines. My personal understanding and characterization of pre-performance 

routines is such that they are specific to athletes that participate in self-paced events (tee shot in 

golf, free throw in basketball, and serve in tennis). On the other hand, pre-competition routines 

are pertinent to all athletes regardless of their sport and involve routines leading up to the start of 

a competition. For example, a golfer’s pre-competition routine may involve a physical warm up, 

specific meals, preparing for the competition on the driving range, listening to specific music, 

visualization, and/or imagery exercises. While all pre-competition routines are different, the 

underlying purpose is to prepare mentally and physically for the performance ahead as well as 

develop a sense of familiarity and comfort leading up to a potentially unfamiliar and 

high-pressure situation (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). It is advisable to have an A, B, and C 

pre-competition routine so that the athlete is adequately prepared for all situations. The A routine 

is utilized in ideal circumstances, while the B routine is used to adapt to elements that may make 

the A routine unfeasible, and the C routine is designed to sufficiently combat unforeseen events. 

In practical terms a B routine may involve having slightly different pre-competition routines for 
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home and away competitions. Additionally athlete’s should consider having different routines for 

instances where a gym facility may not be available. Developing a C routine may be needed for 

weather delays during tournaments.  

The post-competition and post-performance routine act as an opportunity to identify and 

reflect upon the lessons learned during competition (Ravizza, 2012). Similar to the 

pre-performance and pre-competition routines, I have distinguished between post-competition 

and post-performance routines. A post-competition routine could occur at the completion of a 

match (ie. after the completion of a football game), while a post-performance routine occurs in 

the instance of a self-paced event (ie. after the completion of a golf swing). Elements of an 

effective post-competition and post-performance routine include “constructive task-related 

reflection, followed by a behavioral response” (Mesagno, Hill, & Larkin, 2015, p.86). Unlike the 

pre-performance routine, a more analytical reflection and critique of the completed actions are 

appropriate in this situation. Ultimately the purpose is to derive valuable information during the 

post-performance routine that one can use to improve future performances (Weinberg & Gould, 

2015). 

The use of routines is intended to optimize an athlete’s performance readiness. 

Identifying appropriate routines that can facilitate performance readiness can be achieved 

through completing a readiness plan (see worksheet 1 which includes an example readiness plan 

for a professional golfer). A readiness plan consists of four distinct aspects. Those being 

preparation, resiliency, intensity, and focus. The following explanations are references from 

worksheet 1. Preparation involves preparing technically, strategically, physically and 

psychologically for competition. Resilience involves identifying strategies to cope with 
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challenges, setbacks, and errors. Intensity requires identifying routines and techniques to enter 

the peak performance state. Focus requires athletes to manage where their attention is being 

placed during competition. The purpose of the readiness plan is to recognize the potential 

challenges athletes will encounter that may hinder them from performing well in the four 

aforementioned areas, and identify practical actions athletes can take when needed. 

Athlete’s seeking to develop a new pre-performance routine should follow the following 

five steps (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Videotape Performance:  Identify the athlete’s current routine. 

Establish Awareness:  The athlete becomes aware of their existing routines. 

Identify Purpose of Each Routine Component:  The athlete explains and discusses the 

meaning/function of each discrete behavior. 

Construction of New Routine:  Using the intended purpose of the routine as the ultimate goal, 

the athlete and coach adjust the routine as needed. 

Implementation:  The new routine is actively practiced until the athlete has fully integrated it 

into their performance 
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Part III: Self-Talk 

Self-talk is the “overt or covert self-directed speech that serves multiple purposes on both 

the processing and interpretation of feelings and perceptions” (Miller, Brinthaupt, & Pennington, 

2018). Self-talk has many uses, including enhancing concentration, breaking bad habits, 

initiating action, sustaining effort, and aiding skill acquisition (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). 

Reactions to situations one may face in practice and competition are intertwined with self-talk. It 

can be seen as a “mediator between and event and a response” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Our 

reaction to a given situation is influenced by our self-talk, and this in return influences our future 

actions and feelings. The underlying purpose of self-talk is cognitive (ie. skill acquisition) and 

motivational (ie. arousal regulation) (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). 

Self-talk can be categorized into positive (motivational), instructional, and negative. 

Positive self-talk aims to “increase energy, effort, and positive attitude but does not carry any 

specific task-related cue” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). The lack of task-related cues means that 

generic self-talk pertaining to overall performance is employed (ie. “I can do it!”). Positive 

self-talk can further be categorized as psych up, confidence, instruction, and anxiety control. In 

contrast, instructional self-talk aims to aid the athlete in focusing on technical or task-related 

aspects of the performance (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). A golfer employing instructional self-talk 

could use phrases such as “rotate the hips”, or cues such as “turn”. Negative self-talk is 

self-critical and self-degrading in nature (ie. “you are a failure”). Negative self-talk has been 

found to create anxiety and foster self-doubt (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Negative self-talk can 

be subcategorized into worry, disengagement, and somatic fatigue. Research suggests that 

“cognitive anxiety party reflects anticipation of poor performance” (Hatzigeorgiadis & Biddle, 

 
 



THE MENTAL GAME   11 
 
2008). This anticipation of poor performance is often influenced by negative self-talk. However, 

it is critical to acknowledge the cultural factors that may contribute to effective self-talk. 

Research conducted comparing the impact of negative self-talk on European Americans and East 

Asians, found that while “negative self-talk was related to poorer performance for the European 

Americans, it was related to better performance for the East Asians” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). 

In examining negative self-talk, athlete’s may recognize their use of phrases such as 

“don’t mess up”. The term ironic errors can be used to describe situations where the outcome one 

is explicitly trying to avoid comes to fruition. As previously mentioned, negative self-talk can 

create anxiety and as such,  “anxiety can elicit precisely counter-intentional errors” (Gorgolu, 

Cooke, Woodman, 2019). Anxiety limits our brain’s ability to engage our conscious operating 

system. While our brain has a monitoring process to distinguish desired and undesired behaviors, 

under extensive anxiety this monitoring process is limited. Consider the following situation. An 

athlete engages in negative self-talk, stating “don’t miss this shot”. These thoughts are sent 

through the monitoring process, at this point the undesired thought is within the athlete’s 

consciousness. In normal circumstances the brain will undergo a monitoring process to 

distinguish the desired outcome. However, the increased anxiety hinders the brain from 

adequately undergoing the monitoring process. Therefore, the “precisely counter-intentional 

error ensues…mental control paradoxically starts working against itself by attending to those 

unwanted thoughts” (Gorgulu, Cooke, & Woodman, 2019). This situation can spiral out of 

control, as the act of simply trying to remove anxiety without an effective plan, unintentionally 

causes the athlete to spend more time focused on their anxiety, which “overloads the system and 
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results in reduced performance” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). It is crucial to recognize that 

attention and focus should be placed on desired outcomes during athletic performance. 

Despite an athlete’s best efforts, there will be instances where negative thoughts arise. In 

these situations, athletes should be equipped with the tools necessary to dismantle the situation. 

One of the potential solutions is using thought stopping. This approach involves “concentrating 

on the undesired thought briefly and then using a cue or trigger to stop the thought and clear your 

mind (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Another option is to reframe negative thoughts in a positive 

way. The use of thought stopping is particularly relevant to pre and post-performance routines. A 

golfer who has just hit a shot with an undesirable outcome, may engage in negative self-talk. The 

use of thought stopping would allow the golfer to objectively analyze the situation, accept the 

negative thoughts they are experiencing and then proceed to their next shot without the past 

errors influencing their future performance.  

In practical terms, athlete’s should consider the following in order to maximize the 

benefits of self-talk. The self-talk should be short and specific. It should be stated in the present 

tense and in the first person (Mikes, 1987). Positive phrases should be employed , and the 

phrases should be stated with absolute conviction and intention. Finally, the self-talk should be 

repeated frequently (Mikes, 1987). 
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Part IV: Goal-Setting 

While many athletes are familiar with the concept of goal-setting and feel comfortable 

identifying their goals, proper goal setting is often overlooked. Factors such as feasibility, 

required commitment level and strategy are neglected (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Goals can be 

identified as either objective or subjective. Objective goals focus on “attaining a specific 

standard of proficiency on a task, usually within a specified time” (Locke & Latham, 2002, 

p.705). Achieving a tournament scoring average of 71.5 by the end of the season would be 

considered an objective goal. In contrast, subjective goals are general statements that cannot be 

objectively measured. Wanting to feel confident on the golf course is would be a subjective goal. 

Beyond this clear distinction, goals can be broken into three distinctly different categories - 

outcome, performance, and process goals. 

Outcome goals are based around competitive results (i.e. winning a tournament) 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015). In athletic competition, outcomes are rarely fully controlled by the 

athlete as there are competitors trying to achieve the same or similar outcome. The ability to 

achieve outcome goals is not only dependent on performance, but a combination of external 

factors (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). In terms of behavioral change, outcome goals can facilitate 

short-term motivation. However, if outcome goals become the focus immediately prior to 

competitive events, anxiety and distracting thoughts may become prevalent (Weinberg & Gould, 

2015). An athlete may shoot a score of 64 during the tournament, with the outcome goal to win, 

yet one of the competitors shot 62 and won. The quality of the athlete’s performance was not 

lacking, rather external factors that the athlete cannot control (i.e. competitor’s performance) 

hampered the athlete from achieving the goal. 
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Performance goals focus on “achieving standards or performance objectives 

independently of other competitors, usually on the basis of comparisons with one’s own previous 

performance” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.352). Performance goals offer greater flexibility and 

are fully controlled by the athlete. If the athlete who shot 64 had a performance goal of posting a 

score of 66 or better, the athlete would have achieved the performance goal regardless of the 

competitor’s 62. 

Process goals focus on “the actions an individual must engage in during performance to 

execute or perform well” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.352). Rather than an athlete having a 

performance goal of scoring 66 or better, the athlete may identify a process goal of completing 

his/her pre-shot routine prior to every shot. It has been found that golfer’s self-efficacy, cognitive 

anxiety, and confidence have all been positively influenced by process goals (Kingston & 

Hardy). The benefits of establishing and achieving outcome goals is feasible when “the outcome 

goal is combined with the prioritization of process orientation immediately before and during 

performance” (Filby, Maynard & Graydon, 1999, pg.242). 

All athletes have pre-season, in-season, and off-season schedules that can vary greatly. 

Nevertheless, athletes should consider optimizing their goal setting to best suit the specific part 

of the season they are in. Pre-season goals should focus on general preparation and cover all the 

needed areas that will contribute to the success one seeks to find during the competitive season 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015). During the competitive season athlete’s should identify process, 

performance, and outcome goals that will help them maintain their performance levels and 

capitalize on the preparatory work they have completed during the pre-season. The off-season is 

the optimal time to critically reflect on the results and identify why certain goals were or were 
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not achieved. Additionally, the off-season reflection is crucial in identifying what the potential 

outcome, performance, and process goals should be for the following season (Weinberg & 

Gould, 2015).  

While appropriate goal-setting can only be improved through first-hand experience there 

are 11 underlying principles that one should consider when goal setting: 

1. Set Specific Goals  - Goals should be stated in clear, measurable terms 

2. Identify an appropriate challenge level  - The athlete must be honest with their 

own ability 

3. Set long- and short-term goals  - Long term goals are usually between one and 

five years, while short-term goals are generally achievable within less than a year 

and act as stepping stones that guide athlete’s towards long-term achievement 

4. Set performance, process, and outcome goals  - Identifying all three types of 

goals allows athletes to have a clearer picture of what specific actions need to be 

taken in order to achieve the desired outcome goals 

5. Set practice and competition goals  - With practice and competition being two 

distinctly different contexts, the specific goals have to reflect the needs of the 

given situation 

6. Document goals  - Use a goal log to track progress towards achieving goals (See 

Worksheet 3) 

7. Identify goal achievement strategies  - Consider the relevant strategies needed to 

achieve the short- and long-term goals as well as performance, process, and 

outcome goals that an athlete has identified 

 
 



THE MENTAL GAME   16 
 

8. Review athlete’s personality and motivation  - Understanding the unique 

differences of an athlete allows one to customize the goals to suit the individual 

9. Identify an athlete’s goal commitment  - Engage and involve athlete’s 

throughout the entire goal-setting process in order to nurture and evaluate their 

commitment level 

10. Provide support  - Empathize and authentically show interest in understanding an 

athlete’s progress throughout their process, and hold athletes accountable 

11. Evaluate and provide feedback  - Reflect on whether or not goals have been 

achieved, identify what the underlying reasons for the current state of affairs is, 

and make adjustments to goals and/or strategies when needed 

In practical terms, goal-setting systems should have three distinct stages: preparation and 

planning, education and acquisition, and implementation and goal follow-up and evaluation 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015). The first stage serves the purpose of allowing the coach to gather the 

necessary information. involves assessing the abilities and needs of the athlete, setting relevant 

goals, understanding the various dynamics influencing the potential for an effective goal-setting 

system (i.e. practice opportunities, commitment level), and identifying relevant strategies to aid 

in achieving the goals (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Having gathered all the necessary 

information, The second stage is centered around educating the athlete on the effective 

goal-setting. This stage involves scheduled meetings during which pertinent discussion about 

goal-setting take place. With the athlete having a clear understanding of how to set goals, the 

final stage requires the implementation of goals and strategies to take place. Furthermore, 
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appropriate goal evaluation and re-evaluation procedures are implemented so that beneficial 

feedback is provided to the athlete (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). 
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Part V: Mental Toughness 

Mental toughness is an elusive trait of elite athletes, yet identifying a clear definition 

often poses a significant challenge. Before providing a specific definition for this term, it is 

important to identify the characteristics of a mentally tough athlete. Mental toughness includes: 

unwavering focus on one’s goals, controlling positive and negative emotions, pushing past 

mental barriers, positive self-talk, task-focus, and self-efficacy. 

Mental toughness is not something an elite athlete displays at a specific time, rather, 

mental toughness occurs before, during, and after competitions (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). 

Effective goal-setting is a critical element prior to competition that assists in creating an 

environment that would allow mental toughness to prevail (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). The 

ability to manage pressure during competition is another aspect of mental toughness (Weinberg 

& Gould, 2015). Reflection and objective post-performance evaluations also contribute to the 

development of mental toughness. All of these pre-, during and post-performance characteristics 

can be seen within the four “C’s” principle (Clough, Earle & Sewell, 2002): 

Control : The ability to identify and focus on relevant task cues that an athlete is in control of. 

Challenge : The ability to view potential setbacks, challenges, and adversity as chances for 

personal growth and/or opportunities to showcase their skills when it matters most. 

Commitment : Total immersion and unwavering drive to overcome obstacles in order to achieve 

one’s goal. 

Confidence : An all-encompassing self-belief and self-efficacy that one’s ability is distinctly 

better than that of any competitor. 
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In order for an athlete to develop the aforementioned four “C’s,” clear and relevant goals 

must be identified (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). This pertains particularly to the concept of 

control. Without measurable process and/or performance goals, athletes will struggle to identify 

and focus on relevant task cues (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). If a golfer does not have a clear 

process goal, such as completing their full pre-shot routine on each shot regardless of past 

outcomes, the golfer’s mind may wander towards thoughts about their chance of winning or a 

playing partner’s perception of them, both of which are irrelevant cues that are not fully within 

the golfer’s control. The ability to focus on relevant task cues can also be aided through self talk. 

In terms of challenge, golfers that are feeling nervous as they are in contention to win a 

tournament or are on the cusp of an excellent result, may try to reframe and embrace their nerves 

and view their current situation as an opportunity to showcase their skills when it matters most. 

Golfers displaying commitment have a holistic approach, involving physical, mental, and 

golf-specific training. Committed golfers are willing to expose their weaknesses and actively 

work on improving them. Golfers derive authentic confidence from past experiences and 

practicing in a manner that challenges them physically and mentally. In practical terms, we use 

the following working definition of mental toughness: resistance to psychological disintegration 

under stress (Coulter, Mallett & Gucciardi, 2010). One method of measuring and assessing an 

athlete’s mental toughness is through the Connor Davidson Resilience Scale (see worksheet 4 for 

an example of the scale). Additionally, the Athletic Coping Skills Inventory (ACSI) can be used 

to measure mental toughness (see worksheet 5 for an example of the inventory). 

Research on mental toughness amongst twins suggests that both genetics and 

environment play a role in an athlete's mental toughness (Horsburgh, Schermer, Veselka & 
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Vernon, 2009). Researchers found that differences in mental toughness were “attributable to 

common genetic and common nonshared environmental factors”(Horsburgh, Schermer, Veselka 

& Vernon, 2009, pg.100). Further research supporting the notion that environmental factors 

influence mental toughness found that experiencing stressful events in both personal life and 

within a sporting context aids with the development of mental toughness  (Coulter et al., 2010). 

Mental toughness is impacted by (Coulter et al., 2010): 

Social Support : Role models, support from family and coaches. 

Competency through prior experience : Experience provides a sense of comfort knowing one 

has been in a similar situation before. Also, it allows an athlete to draw on personal 

experiences and/or learn from mistakes. 

Wellness variables : Adequate sleep, mental and physical health, proper diet. 

External stressors : Include adversity, challenges, social pressure, criticism, failure, financial 

strain. 

Internal stressors : Include fatigue, pain, illness, self-doubt, self-esteem. 

Cognitive strength : Critical thinking, reasoning, and judgement 

Conative strength : One’s will and volition 

Affective strength : One’s attitude 

All of the factors listed above are to a certain extent controllable for athletes and coaches 

or are factors that can be developed through MST. As such, developing practice environments 

that promote the development of an athlete’s mental toughness is feasible. As coaches, a 

particular emphasis should be placed on identifying relevant sport-specific external stressors so 

that practical exercises and drills can be utilized. Additionally, the practice environment should 
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challenge an athlete’s cognitive strength (Coulter et al., 2010). In the context of golf, traditional 

practice on a driving range involving repeatedly hitting the same club multiple times at an 

ambiguous target does not place external or internal stress on the athlete, nor does it challenge an 

athlete’s cognitive strength. Below are examples of how to create practice sessions that nurture a 

golfer’s mental toughness: 

Having teammates, coaches and/or passerby watch them hit shots : Places external stressors 

on the golfer through social pressure 

Set challenges at a difficulty level that has at least a 50% chance of failure : Places external 

stressors on the golfer while also requiring conative and affective strength 

Have players pick their intended landing spots during short-game practice : Challenges a 

golfer’s critical thinking and judgement ability 

Have golfers use one specific golf club and hit three distinctly different target distances (i.e. 

5 iron to 80 yards, 140 yards, and 170 yards) : Challenges a golfer's critical thinking and 

judgement ability 

Allocate 10 practice balls to each golfer, and have them hand pick each ball once they hit 10 

shots : Challenges a golfer’s cognitive, conative, and affective strength 

Despite our best efforts as coaches to create an optimal learning environment that will 

foster mental toughness and our understanding of what elements need to be included in such 

environments, a significant amount of the potential success is dependant on the athlete’s intrinsic 

motivation (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Social conditions impact the way an athlete develops and 

functions; influencing whether or not they are proactive and engaged or passive and alienated 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000). Self Determination Theory notes that all athletes have “three innate 
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psychological needs: competence, autonomy and relatedness, which when satisfied yield 

enhanced self-motivation and mental health and when thwarted lead to diminished motivation 

and well-being” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, pg.68). As coaches it is therefore of utmost importance to 

create environments that nurture competence, autonomy, and relatedness as they are factors that 

contribute to developing mental toughness in athletes. Note that all three elements must be 

satisfied in order to nurture intrinsic motivation, as “feelings of competence will not enhance 

intrinsic motivation unless accompanied by a sense of autonomy” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, pg.70). 

Relatedness is “the need to feel belongingness and connectedness with others (Ryan & Deci, 

2000, pg.73). The term extrinsic motivation refers to the performance of an activity “in order to 

attain some separable outcome and, thus, contrasts with intrinsic motivation, which refers to 

doing an activity for the inherent satisfaction of the activity itself” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, pg.71). 

Naturally, the pursuit of elite athletic performance cannot always be purely intrinsically 

motivated. An acceptable form of extrinsic motivation is regulation through identification, which 

involves “a conscious valuing of a behavioral goal or regulation, such that the action is accepted 

or owned as personally important” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, pg.72).  The most desirable and 

autonomous form of extrinsic motivation is integrated motivation, which occurs when behaviors 

are matched and brought into congruence with an athlete’s values and needs (Ryan & Deci, 

2000). 
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Part VI: Focus & Concentration 

Concentration refers to an athlete’s “ability to exert deliberate mental effort on what is most 

important in any given situation” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.103). The terms focus and 

concentration are often used interchangeably. However one can distinguish the two terms 

through recognizing that focus relates to where one directs one’s attention towards, while 

concentration involves maintaining one’s attention on a relevant cue (Moran, 2004). While 

well-intending coaches and/or parents may instruct an athlete to focus, the lack of specificity 

provides limited value to the athlete. In practical terms, there are four parts to concentration 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015):  

1. Selective Attention:  Focusing on relevant environmental cues 

2. Attentional Focus:  Sustained concentration on a relevant environmental cue 

3. Situational Awareness:  Understanding the dynamics of a situation and making 

situation-specific decisions 

4. Attentional Flexibility:  Ability to adapt scope and focus of attention demanded by the 

situation 

The four aforementioned elements of concentration indicate that merely focusing on a 

specific thought or feeling is not the correct approach. The four elements of concentration 

indicate that identifying the right cues, being able to sustain one’s attention on those cues for 

extended periods of time, and have the ability to adjust the selected environmental cues when the 

situation deems it necessary are all critical skills for elite golfers. There are four types of 

attentional focus that one must be aware of (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 
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Broad-External:  Shifting focus to the general external environment that is often 

changing rapidly throughout a performance. In golf this can be assessing the wind, however this 

type of focus is generally seen in fast-paced interceptive and team sports. 

Broad-Internal:  Shifting focus to reviewing one's general thoughts and emotions 

throughout a performance. Golfers experience this while considering the appropriate shot and 

club selection. 

Narrow-External:  Shifting focus towards the execution of a given skill. An example of 

this is a golfer focusing on a specific spot on the fairway they want their ball to land on, or 

reading the anticipated break of a putt on a green. 

Narrow-Internal:  Shifts focus to readying oneself to execute a given skill. For example, 

a golfer taking a deep breath as they stand behind the ball readying themselves for the upcoming 

shot. 

Below is a graphical representation of the four types of attentional focus. 
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Research suggests an external focus of attention is more beneficial to tasks that require 

high levels of balance, accuracy, speed and endurance, and maximum force production (Wulf, 

2013). Therefore, one could argue that a narrow-external focus is beneficial for golfer’s seeking 

to reach peak performance. With an understanding of the four types of attentional focus, and the 

four parts of concentration, athlete’s may consider whether or not their past concentration issues 

were due to being influenced by distractions, or perhaps due to focusing on inappropriate cues 

for the situation at hand. Distractions can be categorized in the following way: 

Internal Distracters:  Distractions that are generated from within that divert attention 

away from relevant task cues (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). These include focusing on past events, 

focusing on potential future events, over-emphasis on body mechanics and movement, fatigue, 

and lack of motivation. 

External Distracters:  These are environmental stimuli that divert attention towards 

irrelevant cues (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). These include visual distracters, auditory distracters. 

One of golf’s differentiating characteristics is the amount of time athletes have between 

shots. Depending on the situation an athlete may spend between 30 seconds to five minutes 

between shots. These extended periods of time are often the breeding grounds for distracters to 

surface. Nevertheless, there are multiple approaches to help overcome potential internal and 

external distractions. There are specific exercises that athlete’s can be guided through to help 

improve concentration skills (See Worksheet 6). Moreover, in addition to the previously 

discussed goal-setting, self-talk, and routines, the following are possible means of nurturing and 

developing concentration skills: 
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Non-Judgemental Thinking:  This involves observing one’s actions and identifying 

relevant feedback that can be derived from one’s actions, rather than labeling the actions as good 

or bad. By engaging in non-judgemental thinking an athlete is able to avoid negative self-talk, 

instead providing themselves with relevant and productive feedback. Mindfulness is often used 

as a method to develop non-judgemental thinking. A recent study found that integrating 

mindfulness interventions with golfers resulted in increased objective putting performance, flow 

state experience, and reduced state anxiety (Perry, Ross, Weinstock & Weaver, 2017). A golfer 

may be struggling to hit the fairway during a competition. Rather than engaging in self talk that 

involves negative affirmations such as “My tee shots are bad” or “I can’t hit the fairway”, 

non-judgemental thinking would have the athlete observe and identify any sort of patterns to 

their misses and use that information to then make adjustments.  

Competition Plans:  The use of competition plans facilitates the attentional focus 

remaining on the process of performance rather than specific outcomes. For golfers competition 

plans can be created during practice rounds prior to a tournament. While completing a practice 

round, preparing for “what if” scenarios will allow golfers to be less surprised by unforeseen 

events, as they have created specific plans to combat these unconventional situations. During 

practice rounds players should be familiarizing themselves with potential shots that they may 

face if they find themselves in situations that are not ideal (i.e. playing from the rough, fairway 

bunkers). 

Simulations in Practice:  This involves creating practice environments which simulate 

the various elements and environmental conditions which an athlete will likely face in 

competition. This is a particularly crucial factor for golfers, as the traditional practice 

 
 



THE MENTAL GAME   27 
 
environment for golfers (i.e. the driving range) is notoriously unrepresentative of the competitive 

tournament environment. Some of the factors that can be manipulated to simulate golf 

competitions include playing in front of an audience, conducting the majority of practice on a 

golf course, taking extended breaks between each shot, incorporating challenges/games that 

include rewards and consequences.  

Thought Stopping:  This involves concentrating on the undesired thought for a brief 

instance and then using a cue/trigger to remove the thought and clear the mind. Research has 

found that ironic errors, which often occur due to negative self-talk, “...could be negated when 

individuals were given a task-relevant cue word to focus on when suppressing unwanted or 

negative thoughts” (Dugdale & Eklund, 2002, pg.306). It is important to note that thought 

stopping is particularly effective “...if used in conjunction with a strategy to direct one's attention 

to task-relevant cues. (Dugdale & Eklund, 2002, pg.3017). A golfer who has negative thoughts 

arise while standing over a tee shot may use a combination of a physical and mental trigger to 

clear the mind, followed by focusing their attention on a narrow-external cue. For example, the 

golfer may repeat the word “confidence” and then gently tap their left arm to clear the mind, and 

then focus their attention on a specific spot on the fairway they want to land their ball on. 

An athlete’s arousal level at any given moment is a “...blend of physiological and 

psychological activity in a person, and it refers to the intensity dimensions of motivation at a 

particular moment (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Arousal can be categorized into three 

zones(Burton and Raedeke, 2008): 

Psych-up:  Athlete lacks sufficient physical and/or mental activation to produce optimal 

performance. 
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Optimal energy:  Necessary physical and mental activation is present. Concentration is 

directed towards relevant cues 

Psych-out:  Increased muscle tension and excessively narrow attentional focus are 

present. 

The Individual Zones of Optimal Functioning (IZOF) approach has conducted research 

suggesting there is no optimal arousal level for all athletes competing in a specific sport. Rather, 

“an athlete's performance is successful when his or her pre-competition anxiety is within or near 

the individually optimal zone” (Jokela &Hanin, 1999, pg.873). Furthermore, a distinguishing 

characteristic of successful athletes is their ability to recall and anticipate their pre-competition 

anxiety (Jokela &Hanin, 1999). Specifically, “the performance of athletes who were within their 

individually optimal zones were almost one-half a standard deviation unit better than that of 

athletes who were outside their zones” (Jokela &Hanin, 1999, pg.873). Both the State-Trait 

Anxiety Inventory (STAI) and Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2 (CSAI-2) are frequently 

used to identify emotional states that athletes are experiencing. Once one is able to identify 

which types of emotional characteristics an athlete is feeling during optimal performance, 

practice environments and pre-competition routines can be developed to support athlete’s 

entering their individual zone of optimal performance (See worksheet 7 for an example of an 

emotional profile). 

Having considered the various factors related to concentration and focus, it is worth 

noting that the ultimate goal of improving these cognitive abilities is to more frequently enter a 

state of flow during performance. This probability of the desired outcome can be increased 

through integrating elements that promote relevant focus and concentration into routines. A 
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recent study examining the presence of flow in elite golf performance found that routines helped 

elite golfers “achieve an optimal internal state prior to performing each shot, and were perceived 

by the golfers to be an important facilitator of flow” (Swann, Keegan, Piggott, Crust & Smith, 

2012, pg.21). The research further suggests athlete’s utilize “...re-focusing strategies to overcome 

any distractions that may occur” (Swann et al., 2012, pg.23) in order to improve the likelihood of 

flow occurring during performance. 
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Part VII: Imagery 

Imagery and visualization are terms that are often used interchangeably, however 

visualization occurs on a more superficial level than imagery.  Visualization can be described as 

the process of transforming and/or interpreting thoughts in visual terms (Weinberg & Gould, 

2015). Visualization is one of many elements within the imagery process, and therefore can be 

viewed as a subcategory, while imagery is the overarching mental skill. Imagery involves 

creating or re-creating experiences in the mind by drawing on experiences that allow an athlete 

to depict meaningful images (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). A more formal definition of imagery 

explains it as a “...centrally mediated cognitive activity that mimics perceptual, motor, and 

emotional experiences in the brain” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.307). The power of imagery 

lies in the fact that “imagined stimuli and perceptual or ‘real’ stimuli have a qualitatively similar 

status in our conscious mental life” (Marks, 1977, pg.285). This means that “vividly imagined 

events innervate the muscles in somewhat the same way that physically practicing the movement 

does” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.304). There are four theories that are often used to explain 

the mechanism of imagery (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Psychoneuromuscular Theory:  States that imagery programs muscles for upcoming 

actions. Researchers hypothesize that “...vividly imagined events innervate the muscles in 

somewhat the same way that physically practicing the movement does” (Weinberg & Gould, 

2015, pg.304). 

Symbolic Learning Theory:  States that imagery helps athletes understand movement 

patterns. Athletes learn skills by familiarizing themselves with the needs presented by the task. 

Researchers believe that “when an individual creates a motor program in the central nervous 
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system, a mental blueprint is formed for successfully completing the movement” (Weinberg & 

Gould, 2015, pg.305). 

Bioinformational Theory:  Describes images as a “a functionally organized set of 

propositions stored by the brain” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.306). The theory states that an 

image consists of response and stimulus propositions. The difference being that “stimulus 

propositions are statements that describe specific stimulus features...response propositions are 

statements that describe the imager’s response to the particular scenario” (Weinberg & Gould, 

2015, pg.307). Based on this theory, it is critical to imagine both propositions in order to develop 

greater imagery vividness. 

Triple Code Model:  States that imagery is comprised of the image itself, the somatic 

response, and the image’s meaning. This model places an emphasis on the psychophysiology 

related to imagery. Specifically, “every image imparts a definite significance, or meaning, to the 

individual imager” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.308). 

 With an understanding of the potential explanations for the scientific literature backing 

the benefits of imagery on performance, one should recognize the purpose of imagery. 

Specifically, the purpose of imagery can be categorized into four distinct types (Weinberg & 

Gould, 2015): 

Motivational-Specific (MS):  Used to visualize specific goals and goal-oriented 

behaviors. An example of this is a golfer visualizing themselves winning their upcoming golf 

tournament.  

Motivational-General (MG):  Can be identified as either mastery-oriented or arousal 

oriented. MG mastery-oriented imaging involves an underlying intrinsic motivation to achieve 
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the general goal that has been identified. In contrast, MG arousal-oriented imaging involves 

increasing or decreasing arousal levels (i.e. psyching up or calming down).  

Cognitive-Specific (CS):  Focused on performance of specific motor skills. Most 

beneficial during skill development, performance execution, and enhancing performances. 

Golfers may use CS imagery on the driving range while working on a specific movement pattern 

in their golf swing. 

Cognitive-General (CG):  Involves mentally rehearsing complete gameplans, routines, 

and general strategies. Most beneficial for strategy learning and development. A golfer may use 

CG imagery to mentally walkthrough the 18 holes on the golf course prior to competition to help 

identify their club selections for each tee shot. 

Below is a graphical representation of the four types of imagery. 

 

Regardless of which type of imaging we choose to utilize, effective use of physical 

senses allows an athlete to create more vivid images. Vividness and controllability are two 

critical factors for successful imagery (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Vividness relates to how clear 

of a mental image an athlete is able to create in their mind’s eye (See worksheet 7 for vividness 
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training exercises). Controllability requires an athlete to learn how to manipulate their images to 

adhere to their desires (See worksheet 8 for controllability training exercises). There are five 

primary senses available for athletes to use in order to effectively use imagery (Weinberg & 

Gould, 2015): 

Kinesthetic Sense:  The feeling of one’s body during movement. A golfer performing a 

practice swing is using their kinesthetic senses to achieve a desired feeling they seek to replicate 

in their actual swing. 

Visual Sense:  What one sees. A golfer can use their visual sense to see/image a relevant 

context in which they seek to perform imagery. 

Auditory Sense:  What one hears. A golfer can use their auditory sense to hear the 

noises/sounds associated with being in competition, such as the footsteps of spectators walking 

around the course. 

Tactile Sense:  What one feels. A golfer can use their tactile sense to note how the putter 

feels in their hands. 

Olfactory Sense:  What one smells. A golfer can use their olfactory sense to identify the 

specific smells they may encounter on a golf course, such as the wet grass during an early 

morning round. 

Through utilizing these various senses and athlete can create a more vivid image which 

can help them in their imaging process. There are five key characteristics relevant to the imagery 

process (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Modality:  The various senses used to create a vivid image i.e. Visual, Auditory etc. 
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Perspective:  Identifying from which perspective the imagery is being viewed. This can 

be first-person (internal) or third person (external). Research suggests that closed tasks (i.e. golf) 

gain greater benefits from internal imagery (Spittle & Morris, 2007). Research has also indicated 

that internal imagery produced more electrical activity in muscles that would be involved in the 

imagined actions (Hale, 1994). 

Angle:  Identifying from which angle is the imagery being viewed. The athlete could be 

viewing a specific action from above, behind, front, or side. 

Agency:  Identifying who is specifically performing the actions during the imagery. The 

athlete could be imagining themselves or another person. 

Deliberation:  The degree to which the imagery is voluntary or spontaneous. 

Athlete’s desiring to improve their imagery, should consider using a specific program. 

The implementation of an effective imagery program should follow the PETTLEP program, 

which emphasizes six elements (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Physical:  Wear sport-specific apparel and use relevant equipment. Golfers should be wearing 

their tournament apparel and grasping a golf club in their hand during imagery practice.  

Environment:  Athlete’s should conduct imagery in tournament-specific environments. Golfers 

should conduct imagery practice on the golf course.  

Task:  Athlete’s are imaging tasks identical to those experienced during competition. A golfer 

standing in a bunker during his imaging practice should be imaging bunker shots. 

Learning:  The imagined actions should match the athlete’s skill level. A novice golfer may 

visualize a basic chip shot landing on the green rolling towards the hole, while a 
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professional may imagine the type of spin placed on the ball and how many bounces the 

ball will take prior to rolling to the hole. 

Emotions:  The emotions experienced during competition should be integrated into imagery 

training. A golfer who often feels anxious over a specific type of shot during competition 

should include that emotion in their imagery training. 

Perspective:  The athlete should select an internal or external perspective based on the athlete’s 

personal preference and type of skill. Based on the aforementioned research, an internal 

perspective is highly recommended for golfers. 

While considering the various elements that should comprise an effective imagery 

program is important, identifying when to schedule this type of training and how to match the 

program to the situation an athlete is in must also be considered. Prior to practice, imagery 

training should last less than 10 minutes (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). The objective is to have 

athletes use imagery to see themselves performing the skills and routines they expect to execute 

during practice. Post-practice, no more than 10 minutes should be spent reviewing the skills they 

performed during practice (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Prior to competition the purpose of 

imagery is to review one’s plan, and mentally prepare for potential scenarios they may face 

during competition. The specific timing of pre-competition imagery is highly variable depending 

on the individual athlete. Post-competition, athletes can use imagery to develop vivid images of 

positive performance moments (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Depending on the sport, athletes may 

be presented with ample time for imagery during competition. Golfers walking from the tee to 

their ball on the fairway are presented with various instances where their mind can either spiral 

into negative thoughts or be engaged in positive mental skills such as imagery. 
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Imagery scripts are an excellent tool that can be implemented as part of an imagery 

program. This is a form of guided imagery which involves guiding an athlete through an imagery 

journey via a script that an athlete is either reading or listening to (See Worksheet 9 for an 

example of an imagery script). For golfers it is recommended that audio scripts are used, as 

research has found that golfers using audio scripts performed significantly better than golfers 

using a written script (Smith & Holmes, 2004). 
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Part VII: Anxiety, Arousal and Emotional Management 

In order to discuss practical approaches to emotional management, a clear understanding 

of the relevant terms is necessary. Arousal is a “...blend of physiological and psychological 

activity in a person, and it refers to the intensity dimensions of motivation at a particular 

moment” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.76). Rather than imagining an athlete either being or not 

being aroused, one should consider an athlete’s arousal level falling at a given level along a 

spectrum (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). The low end of the arousal spectrum would be considered 

comatose, while athletes with high levels of arousal would be nearer to a state of frenzy. High 

levels of arousal are associated with mental and physical activation, increased heart rate, and 

perspiration (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). Similarly, anxiety is also characterized by physical 

activation. However, anxiety is a negative emotional state “...characterized by nervousness, 

worry, and apprehension (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.76). Athlete’s experiencing anxiety are 

reacting to a perceived performance stress while under pressure that is manifesting itself in an 

unpleasant psychological state (Cheng, Hardy, & Markland, 2009, pg.271). Anxiety can be 

separated into four subcategories: cognitive, somatic, state and trait (Weinberg & Gould, 2015). 

Cognitive Anxiety 

 A thought component of anxiety that manifests itself in feelings such as worry and/or 

apprehension. A golfer standing on the tee worried about potentially making a double bogey on a 

hole if he hits a block into the hazard on the right would be experiencing cognitive anxiety. 
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Somatic Anxiety 

  A physical component of anxiety represented by the physical activation level an athlete 

is experiencing. A golfer that begins to sweat or feel their heart rate increase while standing on 

the first tee during a tournament would be experiencing somatic anxiety. 

State Anxiety 

  A transitory (not permanent) emotional state that results in cognitive and/or somatic 

anxiety. This type of anxiety is location, situation and context dependent. It can be defined as “a 

temporary, ever-changing emotional state of subjective, consciously perceived feelings of 

apprehension and tension associated with activation of the autonomic nervous system. 

(Spielberger, 1966, pg.17). Prior to hitting a tee shot, while walking down the fairway, and/or 

standing over a putt on the green may all elicit different levels of state anxiety. 

Trait Anxiety 

 An innate part of an athlete’s personality that is reflected in general behavioral 

tendencies. Athletes with “...high trait anxiety usually have more state anxiety in highly 

competitive, evaluative situations than do people with lower trait anxiety” (Weinberg & Gould, 

2015, pg.78).  

Below is a visual representation of the different types of anxiety Weinberg & Gould, 

2015): 
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Stress 

Stress is defined as “a substantial imbalance between demand (physical and/or 

psychological) and response capability, under conditions where failure to meet that demand has 

important consequences” (McGrath, 1970, pg. 20). Stress can be categorized into four distinct 

phases (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Phase I - Environmental Demand:  A specific demand (physical and/or psychological) is 

imposed on the athlete. A golfer having to hit a tee shot while crowds watch would be an 

environmental demand. 

Phase II - Perception of Demand:  The perception of the aforementioned demand is recognized 

by the athlete. Trait anxiety plays a considerable role in athletes’ perception of potentially 

threatening situations. While an experienced golfer that has competed on a professional 

tour for many years may perceive themselves to have the necessary skills, an 

inexperienced golfer may perceive an imbalance between the demand of performing 

while crowds watch and their ability to meet those demands. 

Phase III - Stress Response:  An athlete’s physical and/or psychological response to the 

perceived demand. Depending on whether or not there is an imbalance between demand 

and response capability, certain physical and psychological responses may occur. A 

golfer with high trait anxiety that feels stress due to the perceived inability to meet the 

demand of performing while crowds watch, may display state anxiety and physiological 

activation which may manifest itself in muscle tension and increased heart rate. 

Phase IV - Behavioral Consequences:  This phase reflects the actual performance of a physical 

and/or psychological action/behavior. The golfer performing a swing while crowds watch 
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is a behavioral consequence. The behavioral consequence then loops back to the first 

phase. Depending on the feedback of the specific action, the environmental demand may 

change. A golfer who hits a poor shot and hears spectators laughing or gasping may 

perceive the spectators expectations as an additional demand that will contribute to the 

following sequence of stress processing. 

Below is a visual representation of the four stages of stress processing (Weinberg & Gould, 

2015): 

 
The intricate relationship between arousal, anxiety, and emotional states on performance 

has been extensively studied. This has resulted in various theories that can be used to clarify and 
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illustrate this crucial performance relationship. Specifically there are five relevant theories that 

are worth explaining (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Drive Theory:  Views the relationship between arousal and performance as direct and linear. 

According to this theory, as an athlete’s anxiety increases, so does their performance 

quality. While this theory has been heavily disputed, it has been noted that the presence 

of an audience member while an athlete performs well-learned and/or basic skills results 

in greater performance. In contrast, performing complex tasks and/or unfamiliar tasks 

during the presence of an audience results in deteriorated performance. This phenomenon 

is known as social facilitation. However, there is a limit to this linear relationship, as 

athletes in extremely high pressure situations do not always deliver an optimal 

performance.  
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Inverted U-Theory:  This theory states that there is a linear relationship between arousal and 

performance up to a certain level, at which point there is a decline in performance quality. 

This theory is best understood through viewing the below image: 

  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Inverted U-Theory provides a basic framework for understanding the relationship between 

arousal and performance, however there is criticism of the theory's notion that optimal 

performance occurs in the middle of the curve. This assumes that all athletes would 

experience optimal performance at the same level of arousal. 

Individualized Zones of Optimal Functioning (IZOF):  This theory was previously discussed 

in our discussion on focus and concentration in Part VI. IZOF contradicts the Inverted 

U-Theory by noting that t here is no optimal arousal level for all athletes competing in a 

specific sport. Rather, “an athlete's performance is successful when his or her 

pre-competition anxiety is within or near the individually optimal zone” (Jokela & Hanin, 

1999, pg.873).  Additionally, rather than identifying a specific point at which optimal 

performance occurs, this theory notes that athletes have a bandwidth that results in 
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optimal performance. Below is an illustration that explains the IZOF model (Weinberg & 

Gould, 2015) : 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Multidimensional Anxiety Theory:  This theory also identifies the presence of an inverted-U 

relationship, however this only pertains to somatic state anxiety. The theory notes that 

performance quality increases as somatic state anxiety increases, up to a certain point, 

after which performance rapidly declines. Additionally, this theory notes that cognitive 

state anxiety negatively impacts performance. However, due to the oversimplification 

that this theory presents, there is limited support and practical implications for athletes. 

Reversal Theory:  Claims that an athlete’s interpretation of arousal is the primary contributing 

factor to the impact of arousal on a given performance. The theory notes that optimal 

athletic performance occurs when an athlete interprets their arousal as a pleasant 

excitement, rather than uncomfortable anxiety. The theory states that an athlete’s 

interpretation of arousal can change quickly during the course of a performance. This 

theory aligns with the IZOF theory by recognizing that a feeling of pleasant excitement is 
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different for each athlete. Reversal theory doesn’t state that there is a specific arousal 

level that is optimal for all athletes. 

Rather than trying to avoid the presence of anxiety in order to achieve excellent 

performance, athletes should consider how to channel their anxiety by considering the direction 

and intensity of their anxiety. The intensity refers to how much anxiety an athlete is feeling, 

while direction refers to anxiety either being facilitative or debilitative. A more practical 

understanding of coping with anxiety can be achieved through reviewing the facilitative and 

debilitative anxiety model (Swain & Jones, 1995).  Research suggests that “...viewing anxiety as 

facilitative leads to superior performance, whereas viewing it as debilitative leads to poor 

performance” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.89). The most critical factor in determining the 

direction of anxiety is the level of control an athlete perceives to have. A golfer facing an iron 

shot from 125 yards towards which they have a perceived sense of control over the demands of 

the shot and the pressure of the situation will feel facilitative anxiety. There is a clear relationship 

between anxiety direction and intensity, as “researchers found that athletes who viewed anxiety 

as facilitative had lower frequencies of cognitive anxiety and higher frequencies of 

self-confidence throughout the pre-competition period than did athletes who viewed their anxiety 

as debilitating” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg.91). 
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Below is a graphical representation of the facilitative and debilitative anxiety model (Weinberg 

& Gould, 2015): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If an athlete perceives that their arousal is level is raised beyond a level that allows them 

to perform at their best, mindfulness and breathing techniques can be used as interventions (See 

Worksheet 10 for mindfulness and breathing resources). Mindfulness can assist athletes in 

mitigating self-judgement, while also being more present and aware of the moment they are 

experiencing (Kabat-Zinn, 2005). Ultimately, the elements covered in previous sections (i.e. 

self-talk, imagery, routines etc.) should be implemented by athletes in order to manage anxiety 

and achieve arousal levels that are optimal for the individual athlete’s performance. Creating 

practice environments that challenge an athlete in ways that forces them to experience 
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heightened levels of arousal, gives them the opportunity to implement positive self-talk, imagery, 

adjust their attentional focus, and complete their pre-competition, pre-performance, and 

post-performance routines. 
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Part VIII: Managing Performance Errors and Set-Backs 

As previously established, each athlete’s optimal level of arousal in order to achieve 

optimal performance will differ due to the unique traits and characteristics of the individual and 

the sport they compete in. While one cannot prescribe a specific course of action without a clear 

understanding of the individual, there are various tools that athlete’s may consider using that may 

assist them in regulating their arousal and maintaining appropriate attentional focus. Coping can 

be defined as “a process of constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage 

specific external and/or internal demands or conflicts appraised as taxing or exceeding one’s 

resources” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, pg. 141).  It is important to note that not all errors are 

catastrophic, athletes will make errors at certain times, however, managing the errors and 

limiting the severity and frequency of them is crucial. There are three distinct types of coping 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Problem-Focused Coping:  This involves altering or managing the specific problem that is 

causing a perceived stress for the athlete. This type of coping includes actions such as 

gathering relevant information, developing competition plans, goal-setting, self-talk, and 

time management. Problem-focused coping is generally used in situations that could 

potentially be changed. 

Emotional-Focused Coping:  Entails regulating an athlete’s emotional response to a perceived 

problem that causes stress for an athlete. This type of coping includes actions such as 

meditation, mindfulness, altering the meaning of the situation, and relaxation. 

Emotional-focused coping is generally used in situations that cannot be changed. 
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Social Support Coping:  This type of coping involves athletes seeking out assistance and 

emotional support. Teammates, coaches, and/or family members are commonly contacted 

by athletes seeking social support coping.  

Before discussing various anxiety and arousal management techniques, a clear understanding of 

the matching hypothesis is needed. This hypothesis notes that anxiety management 

techniques should be matched to suit the specific anxiety problem an athlete is facing 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015). In practical terms this means that cognitive anxiety should be 

dealt with using mental relaxation techniques, while somatic anxiety should be combatted 

using physical relaxation techniques. 

Somatic anxiety techniques are used to reduce physiological arousal that is caused by somatic 

anxiety. Below are two common techniques for combatting somatic anxiety (Weinberg & 

Gould, 2015: 

Progressive Relaxation:  Involves repeatedly tensing and relaxing specific muscles. When using 

this technique athletes switch between various major muscle groups until all the relevant 

muscle groups have been relaxed. This approach requires athletes to learn to differentiate 

between muscle tension and relaxation (See worksheet 11 for a progressive relaxation 

script). Switching between tensing and relaxing a muscle is known as a tension-relaxation 

cycle. While progressive relaxation training sessions can last for extended periods of 

time, through practice athlete’s should strive to develop the ability to relax muscles 

within 30 seconds. 

Breath Control:  There is a strong correlation between proper breath and muscular relaxation. 

Breath control allows athletes to control anxiety and muscle tension. Research has 
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suggested that “breathing in and holding your breath increases muscle tension, whereas 

breathing out decreases muscle tension” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg. 276). Breath 

control is practiced by being aware and attempting to control which part of the lungs are 

being engaged during breathing. Breath control is best used during competition as part of 

a routine. Specifically, breath control can be incorporated into pre- and post-performance 

routines (See worksheet 12 for instructions on breath control). Once athletes have 

practiced and developed the awareness to control their breath, they can consider 

incorporating elements of breath control into their routines.  

Cognitive anxiety techniques are used to relax the mind which may also result in reducing 

somatic anxiety symptoms. Below are two common techniques for combating cognitive 

anxiety (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Autogenic Training:  A series of exercises that are intended to produce sensations of warmth and 

heaviness. The athlete’s attention should be focused on the desired sensations. This 

training method requires extensive practice as it involves the athlete learning how to 

sense heaviness and warmth, and regulate cardiac activity and breathing. 

Systematic Desensitization:  This approach attempts to replace highly anxious responses to 

certain stimuli with an opposite autonomic nervous system response. Progressive 

relaxation (discussed previously) is an element of this technique. After undergoing 

progressive relaxation an anxiety hierarchy is established that consists of at least five 

scenes ranging from least to most anxiety producing. Once established, the athlete 

imagines each anxiety inducing scenario, until the anxiety dissipates. The ultimate goal 

for the athlete to be able to image the most highly anxiety inducing situation and develop 
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a sense of comfort. The underlying concept is to pair the anxiety-producing scene with 

relaxation, in an attempt to inhibit anxiety. 

Multimodal anxiety reduction packages are intended to alleviate both cognitive and somatic 

anxiety in athletes. Below are two common multimodal techniques for combating 

(Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Cognitive-Affective Stress Management Training (SMT):  A program that integrates 

relaxation and cognitive elements that act as a coping mechanism that supports emotional 

arousal control. This model considers an athlete’s mental appraisal of the situation, 

physiological response, and the actual behavior. There are five phases that comprise this 

model (Weinberg & Gould, 2015): 

Pre-treatment assessment:  Includes personal interviews to understand the factors 

contributing to the athlete’s perceived stress, and the ways in which these stresses 

manifest themselves. Additionally, the athlete’s cognitive and behavioral skills 

and challenges are assessed using questionnaires. All this information is analyzed 

to develop a comprehensive program for the athlete. 

Treatment Rationale:  Based on the initial assessment, this phase involves providing 

relevant feedback to the athlete to help them understand the purpose of the program that 

is being recommended by the coach/consultant.  

Skill Acquisition:  Athletes receive training in muscular relaxation, cognitive 

restructuring, and self-instruction. Cognitive restructuring is the “attempt to identify 

irrational or stress-inducing self-statements, which are typically related to the fear of 

failure and disapproval” (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg. 282). The goal is to then 
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restructure the identified negative thoughts into positive thoughts. Self-instruction is 

intended to train athletes to “provide themselves with specific instructions to improve 

concentration and problem solving. This training teaches specific, useful self-commands 

that are especially helpful in stressful situations (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg. 282). 

Skill Rehearsal:  Involves integrating various levels and types of stress in order to 

challenge the athlete’s previously acquired skills. Means of integrating stressful situations 

into rehearsal include using imagery and/or video of stressful situations. 

Post-training Evaluation:  Monitoring and evaluating the implemented plans 

effectiveness. Evaluations can include monitoring of an athlete’s emotional states, 

relevant performance metrics, and/or state and trait anxiety inventories. This 

phase is critical in understanding the necessary changes that should be made and 

developing future programs.  

Stress Inoculation Training (SIT):  This approach has been found to be particularly effective in 

reducing anxiety and enhancing performance in sport settings (Kerr & Leith, 1993). There are 

similarities between SIT and SMT, however during SIT the athlete learns to cope with stress in 

increasingly large amounts, gradually building their coping skills. The four-step process involves 

preparing for the stressor, managing the stressor, coping with overwhelming feelings, and 

evaluating coping efforts.This four step process is repeated with increasingly high levels of 

stress, while using various techniques such as imagery, breathing, routines, and role playing. 

While the aforementioned techniques can be implemented in order to reduce anxiety 

levels, athletes may also find themselves in situations where they are lethargic and lacking 

energy. In these instances arousal-inducing techniques may be useful. Symptoms of lacking 
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energy include easily being distracted, lack of interest towards the activity, and a perceived 

heaviness in the body. Below are a selection of arousal-inducing techniques (Weinberg & Gould, 

2015): 

Increase breathing rate:  Short and deep breaths assist in activating the nervous system. 

Act Energized:  Forcing oneself to move and behave in an energetic manner. 

Self Talk:  Using words such as “fast”, “powerful”, “attack” can increase an athlete’s arousal 

level. 

Music:  Listening to energetic music can influence an athlete’s mood. 

Workout:  Competing an exercise session 4-10 hours prior to a performance can assist in 

combating feelings of lethargy. 

A critical part of managing performance errors is the implementation of a post-shot 

routine. In golf, many athletes have a pre-shot routine, however the 15-30 seconds following any 

given golf shot may not be particularly structured. Below is an example of a post-shot routine for 

a golfer after hitting an undesirable shot: 

Step 1 - Objective Analysis:  The golfer views the ball until it has come to a complete stop, 

during this time the golfer is analyzing what may have caused the error, whether it was a 

misjudgement or an execution error. During this time the golfer is taking note of any relevant 

information that may help them in the future. This process should take five to seven seconds. 

Step 2 - Correction Swing:  The golfer makes a practice swing using imagery and feelings to 

replicate what the ideal golf swing would have felt like. Through this, the golfer is getting rid of 

the incorrect swing. This process takes two to five seconds. 
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Step 3 - Breathing:  The golfer inhales for four seconds, imagining themselves inhaling all their 

negative energy, thoughts and feelings. The athlete holds their breath for two seconds, allowing 

the energy, thoughts and feelings to settle, before exhaling for eight seconds during which they 

imagine themselves forcefully exhaling all their negative energy, thoughts and feelings, fully 

removing them from their mind and body. This process should take 12 seconds. 

Step 4 - Physical Marking:  The golfer makes a physical gesture signifying that all thoughts and 

feelings related to the previous shot are no longer allowed. For example, the golfer could gently 

slap their left thigh with their left hand in order to indicate that the previous shot and all 

associated thoughts and feelings have been acknowledged and left behind. This process should 

take one to two seconds. 

The aforementioned routine can be used at various times during competition. A golfer 

could use this on the tee box after a shot, in the fairway, or on the putting green. 

Rather than seeking to escape anxiety inducing situations, athletes seeking to deliver an 

elite performance during competition should consider the idea of becoming comfortable being 

uncomfortable. Rather than shying away from uncomfortable situations, athletes should consider 

the aforementioned methods and strategies for identifying their optimal arousal level, managing 

their arousal levels, learning how to cope with the ebbs and flows that are an unavoidable part of 

competition, and recover from setbacks.  
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Part IX: Using Assessments and Technology 

The use of assessments and technology allows coaches to determine baseline 

performance benchmarks, track progress, and gain insights into elements of performance that 

aren’t visible to the naked eye. With the growing number of tools available athletes and coaches 

may feel overwhelmed by the choices available to them, and are therefore unable to confidently 

decide which tools are providing them the most value and assisting them in measuring relevant 

information. While written assessments can be beneficial, technology that could provide insight 

into athletic performance and allows one to see how an athlete’s brain is responding during a 

given activity provides more relevant and reliable information. As such, one may consider using 

“OptiBrain” (OB) as a powerful tool in both assessing and tracking an athlete’s mental 

performance. The OB is a slim headband-like device that athletes can wear during performance 

that can read electrical activity of the brain. This type of measurement is called 

Electroencephalography (EEG). The OB gathers readings on five different brain waves, those 

being Delta, Theta, Alpha, Beta, and Gamma. Through being able to view the activity levels of 

an athlete’s brain on these various levels, one can deduce whether or not they are in a learning 

state, if they are actively processing information, and what their level of focused arousal is. The 

primary concept behind the OB is that the synchronicity of brain waves during the final second 

before an action is initiated is highly predictive of successful performance ( Crews & Landers, 

1993).  The headset and accompanying software allow coaches and athletes to instantly view an 

athlete’s brain activity and also train certain elements based on the specific needs of the 

individual. The OB is highly versatile as it can be used in various settings (i.e. tennis court, golf 

course, driving range, living room etc.). For athletes competing in individual sports, one could 
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consider using the OB to obtain baseline readings of their brain activity in various situations. For 

example, a golfer’s baseline readings could be taken with various different clubs on the driving 

range, while practicing short game and putting. These readings could then be contrasted with the 

readings taken on the golf course, in order to identify which situations are causing a noticeably 

different brain response. If used to track performance on the golf course over multiple holes, the 

coach can analyze the difference in brain activity between shots that produced varying results. 

Moreover, the coach can objectively analyze whether or not the athlete is in an “actively 

thinking” mindset on the course, or whether the athlete is performing without as much cognitive 

involvement through the data provided on the five different brain waves. The hardware costs 

$200, while the software is charged as a monthly subscription fee starting at $9.99 per month. 

This product is of value to athletes and coaches as it allows one to objectively see how active an 

athlete’s brain is during performance. Coaches can gain insights into whether athletes are being 

overly analytical on the golf course by seeing a visual and data-driven representation of the brain 

activity across five distinct levels. 

While the OB is particularly useful for athletes performing individual sports, perceptual 

cognitive training is often used in team sports (Faubert & Sidebottom, 2012). NeuroTracking is a 

specific tool that is used for perceptual cognitive training. NeuroTracker is a 3D multiple object 

training (MOT) device that can be used to train an athlete’s awareness and focus, with the 

intention of improving their decision making and improving reaction time (Faubert & 

Sidebottom, 2012). NeuroTracker is a software program that displays eight yellow balls, with 

four of them flashing orange during the course of the training session. The athlete’s goal is to 
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track the movement of the flashing balls over a period of eight seconds. The difficulty of this 

activity can be adjusted by changing the speed of the ball’s movement. 

Previously we have discussed the role of mindfulness in relation to developing 

non-judgemental thinking and improving concentration and focus. There are multiple tools 

available that athletes can use to develop a mindfulness practice. Research suggests that 

mindfulness practice helps athletes handle stress more effectively, limit fatigue, persevere 

through pain, maintain focus and enhance relaxation  (Kaufman, Glass, & Pineau, 2018). 

Potentially viable options to consider include the following mobile apps - Insight Timer, Calm, 

Headspace, and PrimedMind. 

The three items discussed in this section are only three of many potential tools that could 

be used to enhance the overall performance of an athlete. Athletes and coaches should consider 

this curriculum as a starting point for them to develop their own mental skills training tool kit. 

Regardless of the means and strategies used, the ultimate goal should be to help the athlete reach 

elite performance. The various items discussed here, including routines, imagery, breathing, 

goal-setting, attentional focus, anxiety management are all potentially viable tools that should be 

considered and applied at the proper moment and for the proper reason with an athlete. 
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Appendices 

Worksheet 1 

Routines and Performance Readiness 

Routines and readiness consists of four main areas: 

Preparation:  This is technical skill, tactical strategies, physical readiness and psychological 

readiness. 

Resilience in handling setbacks and performance errors:  Positive adaptation to adversity, 

setbacks and performance errors. 

Intensity, energy and drive : The level of physical activation needed at the start of a 

competition. 

Focus and concentration:  The width and direction of one’s mental focus; mindfulness 

intensity and focus are linked and interact with each other. A certain level of activation and 

intensity is required for attention and focus, and every sport and every athlete is different. 

This all starts with setting specific goals for each area, identifying internal obstacles, and 

behaviors to overcome these obstacles. 
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Readiness Plan: 

Preparation:  Technical, strategic, physical & psychological readiness for training and 

competition 

1. Goal: __________________________________________________________ 

2. Obstacle: __________________________________________________________ 

3.    Behavior:  __________________________________________________________ 

 

Resilience and coping with adversity:  Positive coping with performance challenges, setbacks, 

and errors 

1. Goal: __________________________________________________________ 

2. Obstacle: __________________________________________________________ 

3.      Behavior:  __________________________________________________________ 

  

Intensity:  Physical activation for optimal performance 

1. Goal: __________________________________________________________ 

2. Obstacle: __________________________________________________________ 

3.      Behavior:  __________________________________________________________ 

  

Focus:  Concentration on the most important parts of the task at hand and being able to shift 

attention when needed and letting go of distractions 

1. Goal: __________________________________________________________ 

2. Obstacle: __________________________________________________________ 
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3.    Behavior:  __________________________________________________________ 

 

Example Readiness Plan for a Professional Golfer 

Preparation: Technical, strategic, physical & psychological readiness for training and 

competition 

1.     Goal:  To feel confident and prepared for all potential situations that will be experienced on 

the golf course. 

2.     Obstacle:  Making shot decisions overly influenced by emotions and external expectations. 

3.     Behavior:  Acknowledge that the designated “Par” for the specific hole is simply an 

external expectation. Start each pre-shot routine with an analysis of the situation at hand (ie. 

wind direction, slope, elevation, lie). Prior to competitions, practice in a way that closely mimics 

the types of shots one will face during competition. 

  

Resilience and coping with adversity: Positive coping with performance challenges, 

setbacks, and errors 

1.     Goal:  Accept that we will make bad swings and have bad outcomes during the round and 

avoid technical swing thoughts while in competition. 

2.     Obstacle:  Starting to have “technical” swing thoughts if not performing as desired, rather 

than accepting the previous outcome and focusing on performing the next shot without technical 
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thoughts.  

3.     Behavior:  Have a consistent pre-shot routine that is used before every shot, regardless of 

the previous outcome. Have a post-shot routine during which we spend 5-10 seconds analyzing 

and accepting the outcome of the shot. Have a maximum of one simple “swing feeling” that we 

can focus on while performing the golf swing. 

Intensity: Physical activation for optimal performance 

1.     Goal:  The body has been prepared for the needed range of motion, and has undergone golf 

swing movement patterns with each of the 14 golf clubs that could potentially be used during 

competition. 

2.     Obstacle:  Only having a routine that works in an ideal situation, which you can’t perform 

in certain situations. 

3.     Behavior:  Have an A, B, and C pre-round warm up routine and complete the routine before 

every round. 

Focus: Concentration on the most important parts of the task at hand and being able to 

shift attention when needed and letting go of distractions 

1.     Goal:  Being in the present moment before and during each shot, unaffected by previous 

outcomes or thoughts of what lies ahead. 

2.     Obstacle:  Allowing past shots (both good and bad) and thoughts about one’s score to 
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influence decision making, concentration and confidence in the present moment. 

3.     Behavior:  Meticulously following one’s pre-shot and post-shot routine. During the 

post-shot routine the main purpose is to analyze and accept the result, regardless of whether it 

was good or bad. Avoid looking at scoreboards, or watching other competitors in the group play. 
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Worksheet 2 

 

Long Term Goal(s) - 1 to 5 years 

Goal #1 - _______________________________________________________________ 

Goal #2 - _______________________________________________________________ 

How do your intermediate goals support your long-term goals?___________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Intermediate Goal(s) - 6 months to 1 year 

Goal #3 - _______________________________________________________________ 

Goal #4 - _______________________________________________________________ 

How do your intermediate goals support your long-term goals?___________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Short-Term Goal(s) - 1 week to 6 months 

Goal #5 - _______________________________________________________________ 

Goal #6 - _______________________________________________________________ 

How do your short-term goals support your intermediate goals?___________________ 
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_____________________________________________________________________ 

Process Goal(s)  

What actions will you take immediately and repeat consistently to reach your short-term goals? 

Action #1 -  _______________________________________________________________ 

Action #2 - ________________________________________________________________ 

Action #3 - ________________________________________________________________ 

Action #4 - ________________________________________________________________ 

 

Goal Checklist: 

 Goal #1 Goal #2 Goal #3 Goal #4 Goal #5 Goal #6 

Specific       

Measurable       

Adaptable       

Attainable       

Realistic       

Challenging       

Result, 
performance or 
process 
focused? 

      

When will goal 
be 
re-evaluated? 
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Worksheet 3 

Goal Tracking Form 

Process Goals 

Goal #1 - _____________________________________________________________________ 

Goal #2 - _____________________________________________________________________ 

How successful were you at achieving your goal this week? _____________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

What Challenges did you experience this week?  ______________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

What can you do to overcome these challenges?  ______________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Worksheet 4 

Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale 

Answer the following questions by assigning a number value 

0 = Not at all 
true 

1 = Rarely True 2 - Sometimes 
True 

3 = Often True 4 = True Nearly 
All the Time 

 

1. I am able to adapt when changes occur 

2. I can deal with whatever comes my way 

3. I try to see the humorous side of things when I am faced with problems 

4. Having to cope with stress can make me stronger 

5. I tend to bounce back after illness, injury, or other hardships 

6. I believe I can achieve my goals, even if there are obstacles 

7. Under pressure, I stay focused and think clearly 

8. I am not easily discouraged by failure 

9. I think of myself as a strong person when dealing with life’s challenges and difficulties. 

10. I am able to handle unpleasant or painful feelings like sadness, fear and anger.  
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Worksheet 5
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Worksheet 6 

Exercise 1 - Learning to Shift Attention 

Before starting the exercise, sit or lie down in a comfortable position and take a few deep breaths 

from the diaphragm. 

 

Step 1:  Pay attention to what you hear. Take each separate sound and label it—is it voices, 

footsteps, the radio? 

Step 2:  Listen to all the sounds around you without attempting to label or classify them. Simply 

dismiss your thoughts and listen to the blend of sounds as if you were listening to music. 

Step 3:  Become aware of body sensations, such as the feeling of the chair, bed, or floor 

supporting you. Mentally label each sensation as you notice it. Before moving on to another 

sensation, let each sensation linger for a moment while you examine it closely, considering its 

quality and source.  

Step 4:  Turn your attention to your thoughts and emotions. Let each emotion or thought simply 

arise; do not try to specifically think about anything. Remain relaxed and at ease no matter what 

you are thinking or feeling. 

Step 5:  Now try to experience each of your feelings and thoughts one at a time. Finally, see if 

you can just let go of all these thoughts and emotions and relax. 

 

Exercise 2 - Maintaining Focus 

Step 1:  Find a quiet place with no distractions 

Step 2:  Choose an object to focus on 
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Step 3:  Hold the object in your hands. Get a good sense of how it feels and its texture, color, and 

any other distinguishing characteristics 

Step 4:  Put the object down and focus your attention on it, examining it in great detail. If your 

thoughts wander, bring your attention back to the object. Record how long you can maintain your 

focus on the object. 

Step 5:  Once you are able to maintain focus for at least 5 minutes, start practicing with 

distractions present. 

Step 6:  Chart how long you can maintain your attention under these conditions. 

 

Exercise 3 - Searching For Relevant Cues 

 

Objective:  Scan the grid within a set period of time (usually 1 or 2 minutes) and make a slash 

mark through as many sequential numbers as possible (00, 01, 02, 03, etc.). 

Step 1:  Identify a starting number on the grid 

Step 2:  Start the timer and seek to find consecutive numbers 
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People who concentrate intensely, scan, and store relevant cues reportedly score in the upper 20s 

and into the 30s (in terms of how many numbers they find within 1 minute). 
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Worksheet 7 

Vividness exercise 1 

Imagining home—Imagine that you are in your living room. Look around and take in all the 

details. What do you see? Notice the shape and texture of the furniture. What sounds do you 

hear? What is the temperature like? Is there any movement in the air? What do you smell? Use 

all your senses and take it all in. You can also do this using the gym you usually work out in as a 

trigger.  

 

Vividness exercise 2 

 Imagining a positive performance of a skill—Select a particular skill in your sport and visualize 

yourself performing it perfectly. Perform the skill over and over in your mind, and imagine every 

feeling and movement in your muscles.  

 

Vividness exercise 3 

Imagining a positive performance—Recall as vividly as possible a time when you performed 

very well. If you can recall your “finest hour” in recent memory, use that.  

 

Your visualization will cover three specific areas of recall: visual, auditory, and kinesthetic. 

First, visually recall how you looked when you were performing well. Notice that you look 

different when you’re playing well compared with when you’re playing poorly. Try to get as 

clear a picture as possible of what you look like when you are playing well. Review films of 

successful performances to help crystallize the image. 
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Now reproduce in your mind the sounds you hear when you are playing well, particularly the 

internal dialogue you have with yourself. What is your internal dialogue like? What are you 

saying to yourself, and how are you saying it? What is your internal response when you face 

adversity during play? Re-create all the sounds as vividly as you can.  Finally, re-create in your 

mind all the kinesthetic sensations you have when playing well. How do your feet and hands 

feel? Do you have a feeling of quickness, speed, or intensity? Do your muscles feel tight or 

relaxed? Stay focused on the sensations associated with playing well. 
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Worksheet 8 

Controllability exercise 1: Controlling performance 

Imagine working on a specific skill that has given you trouble in the past. Take careful notice of 

what you were doing wrong. Now imagine yourself performing that skill perfectly while seeing 

and feeling your movements.  

Controllability exercise 2: Controlling emotions 

Picture yourself in a situation in which you tense up, become angry, lose concentration, or lose 

confidence. Re-create the situation, especially the feelings that accompany it. Feel the anxiety, 

for example, of standing on the 18th tee with a one shot lead. Use any of the previously 

discussed techniques to feel the tension drain from your body and try to control what you see, 

hear, and feel in your imagery. 
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Worksheet 9 

I step onto the first tee carrying my golf bag on my right shoulder. I survey the area and decide to 

play my golf bag on the right side of the tee box, with my bag facing towards the fairway. As I 

place my bag down I hear my clubs clunk against each other, while I turn around and approach 

my playing partner. As I approach, we make eye contact and both smile as we initiate a hand 

shake. I turn back around and walk towards my golf bag. I pause for a moment as I stand next to 

my bag, I inhale deeply, hold my breath for two seconds and then allow all the air to exit my 

body, simultaneously allowing any negative or anxious thoughts to leave my body. I grab my 

driver, gently feeling the golf club sliding up the golf bag, while pulling the headcover off with 

my right hand, I place the headcover on my bag, and grasp the driver with my left hand. I step 

towards the tee, slowly reach into my pocket and grab a tee with my left hand. As I pull my hand 

out of from my pocket I bend over using the driver in my right arm for support. I stick the tee 

firmly into the ground and slowly stand up. I face the target with my feet shoulder-width apart, 

holding the grip of the club in my right hand, with the driver head gently resting on the grass. I 

take four steps backwards while looking at the target, initiating the movement by stepping 

backwards with my left leg. As I complete the fourth step, I grasp the club with my left hand, at 

this point both hands are on the golf club. I complete two practice swings, feeling the head of the 

club pulling my body throughout both practice swings. I then stand straight, facing the target 

holding the grip of the club in my right hand, with the driver head gently resting on the grass. I 

close my eyes, and imagine my golf ball launching high and towards the right side of the fairway 

with a gentle curve that is bringing the ball back towards the center of the fairway. I then open 

my eyes, take four steps towards the ball, initiating the movement with my left leg. After taking 
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the fourth step, I turn my body to the right, now I am facing the golf ball. I grasp the club in both 

hands, spread my legs so that they are shoulder width apart and flex my knees slightly. As I stand 

over the ball ready to make my swing, I tilt my head to the left so I can view the fairway. I tilt 

my head again, so that I am once again able to see the golf ball. I inhale through the nose, and 

then exhale through the mouth. As I finish exhaling I initiate the backswing. In an instant I feel 

the clubhead collide with the ball and I see the ball launching high and towards the right side of 

the fairway with a gentle curve that is bringing the ball back towards the center of the fairway. I 

hold my finish position until the ball comes to a complete stop.  
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Worksheet 10 

Box Breathing Instructions 

1. Close your eyes. Breathe in through your nose while counting to four slowly. Feel the 

air enter your lungs. 

2. Hold your breath inside while counting slowly to four. Try not to clamp your mouth or 

nose shut. Simply avoid inhaling or exhaling for 4 seconds. 

3. Begin to slowly exhale for 4 seconds. 

4. Repeat steps 1 to 3 at least three times. Ideally, repeat the three steps for 4 minutes, or 

until calm returns. 

Mindful Breathing Script  

Start by settling into a comfortable position and allow your eyes to close or keep them open with 

a softened gaze. Begin by taking several long slow deep breaths breathing in fully and exhaling 

fully. Breathe in through your nose and out through your nose or mouth. Allow your breath to 

find its own natural rhythm. Bring your full attention to noticing each in-breath as it enters your 

nostrils, travels down to your lungs and causes your belly to expand. And notice each out-breath 

as your belly contracts and air moves up through the lungs back up through the nostrils or mouth. 

Invite your full attention to flow with your breath. Notice how the inhale is different from the 

exhale. You may experience the air as cool as it enters your nose and warm as you exhale. As 

you turn more deeply inward, begin to let go of noises around you. If you are distracted by 

sounds in the room, simply notice them and then bring your intention back to your breath. 

Simply breathe as you breathe, not striving to change anything about your breath. Don't try to 

control your breath in any way. Observe and accept your experience in this moment without 

judgment, paying attention to each inhale and exhale. If your mind wanders to thoughts, plans or 
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problems, simply notice your mind wandering. Watch the thought as it enters your awareness as 

neutrally as possible. Then practice letting go of the thought as if it were a leaf floating down a 

stream. In your mind, place each thought that arises on a leaf and watch as it floats out of sight 

down the stream. Then bring your attention back to your breath. Your breath is an anchor you 

can return to over and over again when you become distracted by thoughts. Notice when your 

mind has wandered. Observe the types of thoughts that hook or distract you. Noticing is the 

richest part of learning. With this knowledge you can strengthen your ability to detach from 

thoughts and mindfully focus your awareness back on the qualities of your breath. Practice 

coming home to the breath with your full attention. Watching the gentle rise of your stomach on 

the in-breath and the relaxing, letting go on the out-breath. Allow yourself to be completely with 

your breath as it flows in and out. You might become distracted by pain or discomfort in the 

body or twitching or itching sensations that draw your attention away from the breath. You may 

also notice feelings arising, perhaps sadness or happiness, frustration or contentment. 

Acknowledge whatever comes up including thoughts or stories about your experience. Simply 

notice where your mind went without judging it, pushing it away, clinging to it or wishing it 

were different and simply refocus your mind and guide your attention back to your breath. 

Breathe in and breathe out. Follow the air all the way in and all the way out. Mindfully be 

present moment by moment with your breath. If your mind wanders away from your breath, just 

notice without judging it – be it a thought, emotion, or sensation that hooks your attention and 

gently guide your awareness back to your breathing. As this practice comes to an end, slowly 

allow your attention to expand and notice your entire body and then beyond your body to the 

room you are in. When you're ready, open your eyes and come back fully alert and awake. The 
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breath is always with you as a refocusing tool to bring you back to the present moment. Set your 

intention to use this practice throughout your day to help cultivate and strengthen attention.  

Script written by Shilagh Mirgain, PhD, for UW Cultivating Well-Being: A Neuroscientific 

Approach 
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Worksheet 11 

Progressive Relaxation Script 

Begin by finding a comfortable position either sitting or lying down in a location where you will 

not be interrupted. Allow your attention to focus only on your body. If you begin to notice your 

mind wandering, bring it back to the muscle you are working on. Take a deep breath through 

your abdomen, hold for a few seconds, and exhale slowly. Again, as you breathe notice your 

stomach rising and your lungs filling with air. As you exhale, imagine the tension in your body 

being released and flowing out of your body. And again inhale…..and exhale. Feel your body 

already relaxing. As you go through each step, remember to keep breathing . 

 

Now let’s begin. Tighten the muscles in your forehead by raising your eyebrows as high as you 

can. Hold for about five seconds. And abruptly release feeling that tension fall away. Pause for 

about 10 seconds. Now smile widely, feeling your mouth and cheeks tense. Hold for about 5 

seconds, and release, appreciating the softness in your face. Pause for about 10 seconds. Next, 

tighten your eye muscles by squinting your eyelids tightly shut. Hold for about 5 seconds, and 

release. Pause for about 10 seconds. Adapted from The Anxiety & Phobia Workbook, by 

Edmund J. Bourne Gently pull your head back as if to look at the ceiling. Hold for about 5 

seconds, and release, feeling the tension melting away. Pause for about 10 seconds. Now feel the 

weight of your relaxed head and neck sink. Breath in…and out. In…and out. Let go of all the 

stress In…and out. 
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Now, tightly, but without straining, clench your fists and hold this position until I say stop. Hold 

for about 5 seconds, and release. Pause for about 10 seconds. Now, flex your biceps. Feel that 

buildup of tension. You may even visualize that muscle tightening. Hold for about 5 seconds, and 

release, enjoying that feeling of limpness. Breath in...and out. Now tighten your triceps by 

extending your arms out and locking your elbows. Hold for about 5 seconds, and release. Pause 

for about 10 seconds. Now lift your shoulders up as if they could touch your ears. Hold for about 

5 seconds, and quickly release, feeling their heaviness. Pause for about 10 seconds. 

 

Tense your upper back by pulling your shoulders back trying to make your shoulder blades 

touch. Hold for about 5 seconds, and release. Pause for about 10 seconds. Tighten your chest by 

taking a deep breath in, hold for about 5 seconds, and exhale, blowing out all the tension. 

Adapted from The Anxiety & Phobia Workbook, by Edmund J. Bourne Now tighten the muscles 

in your stomach by sucking in. Hold for about 5 seconds, and release. Pause for about 10 

seconds. Gently arch your lower back. Hold for about 5 seconds, relax. Pause for about 10 

seconds. Feel the limpness in your upper body letting go of the tension and stress, hold for about 

5 seconds, and relax. Tighten your buttocks. Hold for about 5 seconds…, release, imagine your 

hips falling loose. Pause for about 10 seconds. 

 

Tighten your thighs by pressing your knees together, as if you were holding a penny between 

them. Hold for about 5 seconds…and release. Pause for about 10 seconds. Now flex your feet, 

pulling your toes towards you and feeling the tension in your calves. Hold for about 5 seconds, 

and relax, feel the weight of your legs sinking down. Pause for about 10 seconds. Curl your toes 
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under tensing your feet. Hold for about 5 seconds, release. Pause for about 10 seconds. Now 

imagine a wave of relaxation slowly spreading through your body beginning at your head and 

going all the way down to your feet. Feel the weight of your relaxed body. Breathe in…and 

out…in…out….in…out. 

 

Worksheet 12 

Breath Control Instructions (Weinberg & Gould, 2015, pg. 279): 

Take a deep, complete breath and imagine that the lungs are divided into three levels. Focus on 

filling the lower level of the lungs with air, first by pushing the diaphragm down and forcing the 

abdomen out. Then fill the middle portion of the lungs by expanding the chest cavity and raising 

the rib cage. Finally, fill the upper level of the lungs by raising the chest and shoulders slightly. 

Hold this breath for several seconds and then exhale slowly by pulling the abdomen in and 

lowering the shoulders and chest. 

 

By focusing on the lowering (inhalation) and raising (exhalation) of the diaphragm, you’ll have 

an increased sense of stability, centeredness, and relaxation. To help enhance the importance and 

awareness of the exhalation phase, people can learn to inhale to a count of four and exhale to a 

count of eight. This 1:2 ratio of inhalation to exhalation helps slow breathing and deepens the 

relaxation by focusing on the exhalation phase. 

 

 

 

 
 


