{AQ1}

Chapter 4

Management of competitiye

stress in elite sport

Sheldon Hanton'!, Owen Thomas', Stephen D. Mellalieu?

"Cardiff School of Sport, University of Wales Institute, Cardiff, United Kingdom
2Department of Sports Science, Swansea University, Swansea, United Kingdom

Introduction

One of the most studied and frequently cited areas
within the field of applied sport psychology is that
of competition stress and anxiety. This promi-
nence is undoubtedly linked to the stressful nature
of elite sport, and the demands associated with
the competitive environments that surround the
modern day performer. As a direct consequence,
a core component within many athletes’ competi-
tive preparation programs includes some form of
stress management focused on the achievement of
an optimal pre-performance mental state.

This chapter, which contains six sections,
attempts to explore these programs and provides an
insight into treatment frameworks that underpin
practical work with elite athletes. The opening sec-
tion clarifies and places into context the key terms
used within this area and outlines their importance
for applied work. The second section provides an
overview of the stressors (i.e., demands) that per-
formers commonly encounter, and illustrates the
types of anxiety responses athletes may experience
following exposure to these demands. The third
section summarizes contemporary thinking on
how sport psychologists believe anxiety can affect
sport performance, and also illustrates how practi-
tioners may attempt to evaluate the athlete before
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recommending an intervention strategy. The fourth
section provides an overview of stress management
interventions in elite sport that have been designed
to reduce the intensity of anxiety symptoms that
performers commonly encounter in stressful situ-
ations. Section five then details an approach to
combating stress that focuses on programs that are
designed to restructure the performers’ interpreta-
tions of anxiety symptoms from negative to positive.
The concluding section highlights these treatment
approaches with two case study scenario.

Clarification and contextualization
of key terms

The use of stress management within the area of
competition stress and anxiety has often been hin-
dered by lack of consistency and, at times, under-
standing of the central terms adopted within the
literature. It is not intended to provide an in-depth
debate on these issues as has occurred in some
recent sport psychology texts; instead, certain
terms are defined and contextualized to encourage
a clearer understanding of how to manage ath-
letes’ responses in pressure situations: the primary
aim of this chapter.

Contemporary thinking views stress as a dynamic
relationship between athletes and their practice
and competition environment. Specifically, per-
formers appraise the demands of the situation and
then attempt to cope with these demands. Inherent



within this approach is the perspective that per-
formers will encounter many different demands
that tax their resources and it is the athletes’ per-
ceived ability to cope with these that form the
process of stress. If athletes feel that they cannot
cope with the demands then they are then likely to
experience different levels of competition anxiety.

The role of appraisal within the process of stress is
central to the context of determining the most appro-
priate stress management intervention. Specifically,
the reduction approach to stress management sug-
gests that performers react to the demands with
negative performance consequences. This point
is emphasized by sprinter Kim Collins of St Kitts
when talking about his background and approach
to the blue ribbon 100-m event:

There are problems with coming from a small
country... we've never had a sprinter at this
level before so I'm doing something that has
never been done before... I went to an all
boy’s school where if you showed fear you
were in trouble, track and field is no different.
If you come to the line showing fear and
nerves everyone will pick on you, your self-
esteem and confidence are gone. I just have to
be confident and relax-relaxation is very
important to me.

The content of this quote helps illustrate one of the
treatment frameworks and supports one school of
thought in relation to the negative influence that
anxiety responses can have on sport performance.
Specifically, when Collins talks about the impor-
tance of attaining a relaxed state to help him cope
with pressure, his thinking is aligned with the reduce
treatment framework (i.e., striving to lower the
intensity levels of anxiety symptoms an athlete
experiences). However, an alternative understanding
of the stress process suggests that certain athletes
possess the ability to respond to the demands of
competitive performance and their anxiety symp-
toms in a positive way. The following quote from
one of the most successful swimmers in Olympic
history, Australia’s Ian Thorpe, helps in this respect:

For me Sydney was a dream, as a kid that’s
all I ever wanted to do was swim an Olympic
games.... And my ultimate dream was to win
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an Olympic gold medal and I was able to
achieve that in Sydney. I guess there was
always a lot of attention on me, a lot of
expectation on me to perform well and if
you turn those into a positive thing it
becomes support, whereas if you turn it into
a negative thing it then becomes pressure.

Thorpe’s sentiments help show the second treat-
ment framework presented within this chapter
that suggests experiencing anxiety symptoms does
not always have a negative effect on performance.
Specifically, when Thorpe talks about turning expec-
tation and pressure into a positive way for perform-
ance, his thinking is aligned with the restructuring
treatment approach adopted within contemporary
stress management programs (i.e., striving to inter-
pret anxiety symptoms in a positive way).

Competition stressors and
athletes’ responses

Several research studies in applied sport psychology
have examined the different stressors, or demands,
that performers may have to deal with in stressful
situations. Here the literature suggests that aspects
of competition (e.g., thinking about performance,
the goals that may have been set, and perceived
levels of physical and mental preparation), interper-
sonal relationships (e.g., expectations from team-
mates, coaches, family members), financial matters
(e.g., funding issues, sponsors), traumatic experi-
ences (e.g., the risk and consequence of injury),
and the weather and environmental conditions can
result in athletes having different anxiety responses.

An important distinction to make at this stage
is the separation of anxiety into cognitive and
somatic symptoms. So far, the term anxiety has
been used in a global way to describe how per-
formers respond to the demands within stress-
ful situations. It is important to realize, however,
that coaches and practitioners should distinguish
between athletes’” mental and perceived physical
responses to the stressors they encounter. Specifically,
cognitive anxiety responses are the thoughts ath-
letes experience in stressful situations such as wor-
ries, negative expectations, and apprehensions
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about performance (i.e., athletes’ mental response
to stressors). However somatic responses are the
athletes’ perceptions of their physiological arousal
state in stressful environments (i.e., athletes’ per-
ceived physical response to stressors). Symptoms
categorized as somatic include muscular tension,
butterflies in their stomach, increased heart rate,
and perspiration. The following section helps to
highlight why this distinction is important in the
context of stress management interventions; spe-
cifically, the notion that within certain approaches
these differing mental and physical symptoms
require specific and individual psychological skill
programs to be most effective. This feature applies
for both the reduction and restructure frameworks.
For example, within the reduction approach, a
performer who experiences high physical anxi-
eties would usually be provided with a somatic
(i.e., physical) relaxation treatment, such as pro-
gressive muscle relaxation, in an attempt to align
the treatment to the physical response. Within the
restructure approach, performers interpreting
their mental anxieties as negative for performance
would often be provided with a cognitive (i.e.,
mental) treatment strategy, such as imagery or cog-
nitive restructuring, in an attempt to match the
treatment to the specific response of the athlete.

A final consideration that has a bearing for the
practitioner when treating the effects of stress is
the activation levels required to perform optimally.
In this instance, activation refers to the appropri-
ate mental and physical state that athletes need
to be ready to perform. Perhaps the most effective
way to illustrate this point is to consider the levels
of activation required in two different tasks. For
example, the desirable mental and physical state to
demonstrate readiness to perform as an Olympic
weight lifter is very different from the state of
readiness needed to perform well as an Olympic
target rifle shooter. For example, strength, power,
and aggression are key determinants of perform-
ance within the gross muscular activity of weight-
lifting, whereas composure, control, and calmness
are key factors within the fine muscular control
event of target-shooting. It is clear that the two
appropriate activation states fall at different ends
of a continuum and that practitioners should con-
sider these issues before designing interventions.

The relationship between anxiety
and sport performance

Many different explanations have been forwarded
in the research literature that attempt to account
for the relationship between anxiety and perform-
ance. One approach is that increases in competi-
tion anxiety, and particularly cognitive symptoms,
always have a detrimental effect on performance.
This is the underpinning premise for the reduction
approach to managing stress. Other researchers
have suggested that the relationship with perform-
ance should be determined at a more individual
level and that athletes possess optimal levels or
zones of anxiety within which their performance
will be maximized. These assertions led to inter-
ventions being individually tailored where, at
certain times, reduction would be called for if the
performer was too anxious, but on other occasions
the practitioner may consider increasing anxiety
levels to perform an energizing function. A third
perspective is based on the principle that high levels
of anxiety may be interpreted in a positive way
and actually benefit sport performance. This notion
links closely to the underlying message within
Thorpe’s quote presented earlier, and is fundamen-
tal to the restructuring approach.

How to assess anxiety symptoms

Prior to practitioners providing any form of inter-
vention to athletes, an accurate assessment of the
performers’ anxiety symptoms should take place.
To do this, sport psychologists typically adopt a
combined approach to see how mentally and physi-
cally anxious performers may be and whether they
interpret the anxiety symptoms experienced as
positive or negative toward performance. This
assessment often uses a combination of validated
psychometric questionnaires alongside interview-
ing procedures with the athletes in question and
their coaches. Sport psychologists may also ask per-
formers to record their anxiety symptoms in some
form of diary and, finally, may observe their behav-
ior in stressful situations. Sport psychologists then



collate and analyze this information and come to
a conclusion about the intensity levels of mental
and physical anxiety symptoms and whether these
are interpreted in a positive or negative man-
ner toward performance. This information then
underpins the agreed treatment framework for the
athlete.

A reduction approach to stress
management intervention

As mentioned earlier, one approach to stress man-
agement adopts techniques that are designed to
reduce competitive anxiety symptoms. In line
with the distinction between the different cogni-
tive and somatic anxiety symptoms, the treatment
programs that are prescribed under the reduction
approach can be broadly categorized into men-
tal skills and physical skills. Although general in
nature, it should be noted that this distinction has
arisen from several groups of sport psychologists
suggesting that the anxiety treatments they pro-
vide should target or match the dominant anxiety
symptoms that the athlete experiences in a stress-
ful encounter. To illustrate, this treatment perspec-
tive suggests that if the athlete’s dominant anxiety
response is somatic in nature (i.e., the intensity of
the physical anxieties is higher than of the mental
symptoms), then the treatment the practitioner
should advise is a skill-focused mainly on reducing
somatic symptoms, with less regard given to the
cognitive symptoms experienced. Conversely, if
the dominant anxiety response is a symptom asso-
ciated with cognitive anxiety, a mental approach
with less regard given to the treatment of any
physical anxiety symptoms would be advocated.
The skills outlined next are examples of tech-
niques that would fit into this treatment frame-
work, and, using the matching approach, coaches
or sport psychology practitioners would select
a treatment based on the performers’ dominant
anxiety responses.

The following sections detail the physical relax-
ation skills, mental relaxation skills, and thought-
controlling techniques used under the umbrella of
the reduction approach. These skills are described
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as series of logical and progressive steps and are
supplemented by a practical example in the form
of a case study at the end of the chapter. To help
athletes acquire the skills in question, a common
learning framework is regularly adopted by applied
sport psychologists. Briefly, the skills detailed here
and in subsequent sections can be acquired through
the following phases. First, the athlete learns the
fundamentals of the skill in a stress-free environ-
ment working closely with the practitioner. Second,
increasing independence from the practitioner, the
athlete becomes more self-directed and begins to
apply the skill in non-threatening situations. Third,
the athlete is instructed to use, and also test the
efficacy of the skill, in a non-sporting stressful envi-
ronment. The final stage of learning and acquiring
the skill involves the athlete applying the skills in
increasingly demanding sporting situations: prac-
tice, warm-up, and fully competitive events.
Probably the most common application of a
physical relaxation technique used to reduce ath-
letes’ somatic anxiety symptoms is the collection
of psychological skills grouped under the rubric of
progressive muscle relaxation techniques. Although
these specific skills exist in several different guises,
the most common enables performers to learn the
skill of physical relaxation through a series of
logical, progressive stages. The primary goal is for
performers to reach an end point where the skill,
and thus a relaxed physical state, can be attained
very rapidly in practically any stressful situation.
Traditionally, when learning the skill, athletes
will advance through different stages where the
amount of time it takes to achieve a relaxed state
progressively decreases. During the preliminary
stage of learning the skill, performers are required
to systematically focus their attention on different
gross muscle groups within the body, consciously
tensing and relaxing to increase self-awareness of
the difference between a tensed (anxious) state
and a relaxed (less anxious) one. To supplement
this process, athletes will usually be provided
with some form of audio track that contains a
set of instructions that methodically guides them
through the muscle groups of their body. As with
all the stages of the program, athletes will not
progress to the next stage until they are profi-
cient in the technique. Specifically, a constant and
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desirable state of physical relaxation needs to be
achieved before the athlete can move on.

During the second stage of the program, the
audio track is removed and the athlete is asked to
simply relax the gross muscle groups used in the
previous stage (rather than tense and relax). Once
proficient, athletes can progress onto the third
stage, where they focus on some form of cue that
acts as an association-trigger to help invoke the
relaxed state. This trigger can adopt several forms.
For example, based on preference, athletes may con-
dition the response through self-talk in the form of
cue words such as “relax.” Alternatively, they may
use a physical action such as gripping the handle of
their racquet in tennis. Finally, they may incorpo-
rate a trigger conditioned to the exhalation phase
of their breathing.

The fourth stage of the process strives to make
the skill portable and shift its use into more real-
istic settings. Athletes are taught to avoid tensing
the muscles that are not involved in a particu-
lar movement and actively relax those that are
involved in the activity (during the time prior to
movement). Up to this point, athletes will have
tended to hone their relaxation skills in completely
non-threatening environments that are usually
quiet, familiar, and comfortable. During the penul-
timate stage of learning the skill, performers are
taught to integrate the technique into naturally
occurring semi-stressful environments away from
the sporting arena. This process requires athletes
to take two to three deep breaths focusing on their
conditioned trigger during the exhalation phase
of breathing to gain an associated level of physical
relaxation. Examples of where this technique may
be practiced include queuing whilst shopping,
when running late for a social event, or when
stuck in traffic while driving. The final stage of the
process involves application training whereby the
athletes practice their technique in progressively
stressful sporting environments. This final stage
usually takes place gradually over a period of time
to refine the skill in intense sporting situations.

In comparison to physical relaxation, mental
relaxation techniques have received far less exposure
as treatment approaches to reduce athletes’ men-
tal anxiety symptoms in the research literature.
Practitioners have tended to focus on alternative

cognitive strategies outside of those categorized as
relaxation to reduce intensity levels of cognitive
anxiety. However, transcendental mediation hasbeen
used as a mental relaxation technique with sports
performers. This approach essentially adopts a
cognitive-based framework with the underlying
treatment target being more closely aligned with
the mental anxiety symptoms experienced. Sport
psychologists have, once again, tended to adopt a
progressive learning approach to the skill of medi-
tation in-line with the frameworks designed for
physical relaxation. The goal of this approach
focuses upon learning the skill of cognitive relaxa-
tion through a series of steps designed to tran-
scend the mental state of the athlete from one of
being mentally anxious to one of being mentally
calm. Traditionally, when learning the meditative
skill, performers progress through four stages to
reach an end point where they can lower their lev-
els of mental anxiety in a matter of seconds. The
first stage involves athletes learning a general medi-
tative technique that establishes a focus on breath-
ing. Athletes are asked to introduce a “mantra” on
each breath out, and once relaxed, count down
from ten to one on each exhalation and then
upwards from one to seven on each inhalation. The
goal here is for performers to transcend down to
a deeper level of cognitive relaxation and then
actively shift back up to raise the level of con-
sciousness. To supplement this process, athletes are
often provided with an audio track that contains
relaxing music and an instructional set outlining
the process described earlier.

In the second stage, athletes are supplied with
a second audio track that contains instruction but
no relaxing music. The directions ask performers
to focus on their mantra, and the counting proce-
dure is subsequently reduced from five to one on
exhalation, and then from one to three on inhala-
tion to shorten the time it takes to achieve men-
tal relaxation. Next, in the third stage the audio
track is removed altogether and the athletes are
instructed to discard all counting procedures.
Athletes are then asked to concentrate on inhala-
tion and repeat their mantra phrase on every exha-
lation. During this stage, athletes are also asked to
transfer the skill into more realistic stressful set-
tings (but away from sport) to reduce the mental



anxieties experienced in these situations. The
final stage of learning the meditative skill involves
application training for the performer where ath-
letes are asked to integrate the meditative skill into
progressively stressful sport environments.

Other mental relaxation techniques to treat cog-
nitive anxiety include calming mental imagery
and autogenic training. Based on the proviso that
an athlete has been trained in the use of imagery,
calming imagery can be used to help reduce cogni-
tive anxiety. When using this technique, the prac-
titioners commonly ask the performers to imagine
being in a relaxing environment such as on a warm
beach with the sound of the waves lapping the
shore, or lying in a field on a pleasant summer’s
day. Essentially, practitioners should advocate
whatever images athletes personally believe will
provide them with a sense of calmness and mental
relaxation. Autogenic training is fundamentally a
self-styled hypnosis strategy that performers can
use to help produce the two physical sensations
of “warmth” and “heaviness.” The process occurs
through six stages. In the first stage, performers use
self-dialog (e.g., “my right arm is heavy”) and focus
their attention on the heavy feeling. Athletes then
cancel this effect by physically moving the arm
while focusing on their breathing. This process is
then repeated across other body segments until the
sensation of heaviness can be achieved throughout
the entire body. The second stage of the process
replicates the first except the goal is to achieve a
“warmth” sensation in the limbs and body rather
than a feeling of heaviness. The two processes of
achieving these sensations are then combined so
that the athlete can accomplish a warm and heavy
sensation simultaneously. The third stage aims to
regulate the athletes’ heart rate through using a
verbal suggestion such as “my heart rate is regu-
lar and calm,” which is then added to the proc-
ess of achieving a warm and heavy sensation. The
fourth stage links these procedures to breathing
rate and the fifth stage associates these processes
to the regulation of the visceral organs through a
focus on the solar plexus. Finally, the sixth stage
asks performers to focus on the strategy of plac-
ing a cool cloth on their forehead to experience
a cool sensation. Once all six stages are complete,
athletes practice the entire sequence all the way
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through using a verbal citation (or mantra) that
combines each individual stage to lower cogni-
tive anxiety. One limitation with autogenic train-
ing, however, is the length of time practitioners
suggest it takes to acquire and become proficient
in the skills to achieve strong and profound sen-
sations. Specifically, reports have indicated that
it may take up to 6 months to become adept in
autogenic training even when practicing the skill
on a daily basis.

Alternative techniques to reduce cognitive anxi-
ety that fall outside of the classification of relaxa-
tion skills include the use of thought control
techniques such as thought stopping or positive
thought control. Traditionally, thought stopping
involves having athletes keep a diary of the anxi-
ous thoughts they experience prior to or during
performance that they consider negative and intru-
sive to their preparation and performance. Athletes
are then instructed to identify a trigger word such
as “stop” or “no” to act as a technique to block the
negative thoughts. Self-talk and internal dialog is
advised to be used as means for athletes to execute
this approach. Caution is, however, advised with
using this technique without considerable exper-
tise because of the potentially deleterious effects of
attempting to suppress anxious thoughts with the
unintended effect being the literal opposite.

The cognitive skill of positive thought control
should be seen as an extension to the thought-
stopping process. Specifically, rather than ending
the process with the reciting of a blocking trigger
word, athletes are instructed to “replace” the nega-
tive thought with a positive one to develop a more
positive psychological orientation. Traditionally, ath-
letes use a diary method supplementary to those used
to record negative thoughts, where they are encour-
aged to construct positive self-dialog statements
to replace each negative thought experienced.
Therefore, the full process of positive thought con-
trol requires athletes to first identify any negative
thoughts experienced, block the thought using
a thought-stopping trigger word, and then finally
replace the negative thought with a positive
thought to create a positive cognitive orientation.

A summary of the psychological skills presented
so far aligns with the singular approach outlined in
the introductory statement within this section.
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Essentially, this approach advocates the use of
these individual psychological skills as discrete treat-
ment frameworks in-line with the athlete’s dominant
anxiety response (mental or physical). However,
for certain sports, sport psychologists often recom-
mend the use of combined mental and physical
treatment packages. As such, practitioners and ath-
letes are advised to select individualized combina-
tions of mental and physical strategies in an attempt
to treat the full range of anxiety symptoms athletes
experience within stressful encounters.

It is important to note that the goal of these
combined or integrated frameworks would still be
focused on athletes reducing the intensity levels of
anxiety symptoms. This raises an obvious issue in
relation to the appropriate activation states required
for certain sporting tasks. In particular, it is not
always appropriate to focus solely on techniques
designed to reduce competition anxiety symptoms.
Indeed, the example given in the introduction
helps illustrate this point. For the weightlifter, a
reduction in both physical and mental anxieties
may not be an appropriate strategy to create the
best activation state for performance. An interven-
tion approach based on this philosophy will poten-
tially interfere with the suitable activation states
required for optimal performance. In essence,
therefore, the athlete may become too mentally or
physically relaxed to perform. Consequently, some
athletes may require, either generally or prior to
certain specific tasks, an increase in anxiety levels
to create the optimum activation state to enter the
competitive arena. Several “energizing” techniques
have been proposed to serve this function when
performers require increased activation. Traditionally,
these techniques are introduced after those skills
designed to reduce anxiety symptoms because
they are considered as more complex derivatives
of the psychological skills. Essentially, practition-
ers can reverse the focus of several of the skills
outlined in the reduction approach and use them
in an energizing way rather than a relaxing way.
For example, breathing exercises can be just as
effective at producing an energized state as they
are as a calming one. When teaching these skills,
practitioners first ask the performers to use their
breathing control techniques to gain a relaxed state.
Following achievement of this state, athletes are

asked to consciously increase their breathing rate
and imagine that with each inhalation and exha-
lation that they are increasing energy levels and
reaching an optimum activation state. This breath-
ing technique is usually combined with self-talk
cues. For example, athletes might be advised to
use a cue word such as “energy up” on inhalation.
Additional techniques that practitioners can pre-
scribe to increase activation levels involve the use
of imagery-based skills. However, rather than using
these in a calming function as outlined previously,
the skills would be used as an energizing function.
Specifically, practitioners ask athletes to image
scenes that depict the creation of energy. Examples
of images of this sort include images of trains
moving slowly, gaining momentum and speed,
images of heavy machinery where working parts
move rapidly, images of natural forces such as
powerful waves and winds, and images of ani-
mals sprinting and moving rapidly. Finally, rather
than using self-talk skills with cue words associ-
ated with a relaxed state, this technique can also
be applied in an energizing function. The content
of the verbal dialog is all that needs to change for
performers here, and practitioners would advocate
the use of words such as “explode,” “charge,” and
“power” to help facilitate the process of energizing
the athletes’ pre-performance activation level.
Unless the activation demands of the task are
considered, the approach of generalizing treat-
ments across sports may be problematic. The need
to consider this issue is a key part of the restructur-
ing approach to stress management interventions
outlined in the following section. Specifically,
sport psychologists may adopt a more individu-
alized approach to the treatment of anxiety with
the realization that advocating a general reduction
or activation approach may not be appropriate for
the demands of some sport tasks. The philosophy
underpinning the restructuring approach suggests
that rather than attempt to alter the level or
amount of anxiety symptoms, it is more beneficial
for practitioners to focus on the athletes’ apprais-
als or interpretations of these symptoms. In par-
ticular, experiencing symptoms of competitive
anxiety is considered a natural process in elite sport
in which cognitive anxieties signify the impor-
tance of the event and help to stimulate the levels



of effort needed to perform well, and somatic anxi-
eties indicate a physical readiness to perform at a
high level. Essentially, practitioners prescribe a range
of psychological techniques that, when executed
proficiently, allow performers to gain control
over the anxiety symptoms, enabling the athletes
to restructure and interpret anxiety (mental and
physical) as helpful (or positive) for optimal per-
formance. In this approach, practitioners essen-
tially prescribe a psychological skills program that
not only treats the competitive anxiety symptoms
experienced by the performers, but also considers
the activation demands of the tasks in their sport
environment.

A restructuring approach to stress
management intervention

The final remarks of the last section provide an
applied rationale for adopting the restructuring
approach in the development of stress manage-
ment interventions for elite sport. It is also impor-
tant, however, to provide a brief insight into
the research that underpins the evidence base for
the development of this approach. In addition to the
applied reasoning, the restructuring approach has
emerged as a direct consequence of developments
in the research literature on competition stress,
anxiety, and sport performance. Specifically, over
the past 15 years, this research has consistently
identified that certain athletes have the ability, or
have learned over time, certain skills that enable
them to interpret their anxiety symptoms as posi-
tive toward performance, whereas other athletes
interpret their anxiety symptoms as negative.
Studies have also suggested some important indi-
vidual attributes that are related to the ability to
interpret anxiety symptoms as positive toward per-
formance. For example, athletes who view their
competitive anxiety symptoms as more positive
toward performance demonstrate better overall
performance standards, are higher in skill level,
feel more in control, exhibit higher levels of self-
confidence, demonstrateamoreresilient personality,
and are more experienced and more highly com-
petitive when compared to athletes who interpret
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their anxiety symptoms as more negative toward
performance. Given this association with posi-
tive performance and desirable personal qualities,
applied researchers have sought to explore and
identify the factors that enable athletes to achieve
a positive interpretation of their competitive anxi-
ety symptoms. This research has been undertaken
with the explicit aim of informing the structure
and content of possible stress management pro-
grams, and has helped construct the interventions
used within the restructuring approach.

Recent studies with elite athletes have shown
that elevated anxiety symptoms are not necessar-
ily debilitative toward performance and therefore
techniques designed to alter the levels of anxiety
may not be appropriate for the activation demands
of certain sports (e.g., weight lifting, explosive
track events). Further, athletes with a positive
interpretation of their anxiety symptoms have
consistently suggested that it is the application of
strategies that help them appraise their symptoms
in a positive way that are most valuable to their
performance preparation. The important psycho-
logical strategies involved in this approach are self-
regulatory skills that provide athletes with a sense
of perceived control over the environment and
themselves, and enable them to maintain a high
level of confidence that protects against negative
anxiety interpretations. These strategies include
cognitive restructuring and rationalization of anxi-
ety symptoms (through the use of self-talk), goal
setting practices that provide athletes with a level
of control over the situation, and mental imagery
that emphasizes control over their emotional state
and depicts mastery of skills and performance. The
following sections provide overviews of each of
these psychological skills that indicate how they
can be applied to help athletes foster more posi-
tive interpretations of anxiety symptoms.

Although essentially cognitive skills, the restruc-
turing and rationalization of symptoms can be
applied to help athletes cope with mental and phys-
ical anxiety. These skills are underpinned through
the use of self-talk and are variations of approaches
from cognitive rational-emotive behavioral ther-
apy in the field of clinical psychology. Use of these
skills is based on the premise that athletes expe-
rience and appraise situations that lead to beliefs
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that are either rational (i.e., positive interpre-
tation of anxiety symptoms) or irrational (i.e.,
negative interpretation of anxiety symptoms).
Rational beliefs lead to functional (beneficial)
consequences for performance, whereas irrational
beliefslead to dysfunctional (harmful) consequences
for performance. The application of these skills
provides athletes with a framework to question the
interpretation of the negative symptoms and turn
them around to form a positive interpretation,
thereby creating beliefs that lead to functional con-
sequences for performance.

Traditionally, when learning the skills, athletes
are taken through three progressive stages that focus
on identifying, disputing, and then replacing their
negative interpretations of anxiety symptoms. First,
practitioners ask athletes to keep a diary of the
negative mental and physical anxiety symptoms
they experience. The athletes are then asked to
identify that the symptoms are indeed irrational
and will have a negative impact upon their prepa-
ration and performance. To achieve this, athletes
apply the following questions to the symptoms
they experience: “Is my appraisal based on fact?”
“Does my appraisal help me achieve my sporting
goals?,” and “Does my appraisal help me to feel
positive about my upcoming sport performance?”
If the athletes answer “no” to these questions, then
they are asked to question this initial appraisal and
provide examples of how these interpretations can
be disputed. An example of a thought process that
would require disputing comes from the follow-
ing extract from an interview with an elite field
hockey player.

It is a combination of mental and physical
things... they all come together, the worries
make me stale, on the physical side I feel
tense and in a rut. It becomes a completely
negative thing and a completely negative
feeling... I get anxious and worried and it is
a distraction to me, a massive distraction.

This quote highlights the thought process that leads
to a negative interpretation of pre-competition anxi-
ety and a situation where experiencing these symp-
toms is viewed as harmful for their preparation and
performance. Here, practitioners would educate

performers to dispute this irrational appraisal and
replace it with a rationalized or restructured thought
process, thereby creating a positive anxiety interpre-
tation for performance. Continuing the example,
the athletes would be educated to change the
appraisal of their anxiety symptoms by question-
ing whether tension and worry are always det-
rimental to performance. The athletes would be
asked to replace these thoughts with the ones
suggesting that the worries they experience high-
light the personal importance of the event and
create an importance that equates to increased
effort and a more focused and concentrated state.
Finally, athletes are educated to consider that the
physical symptoms they are experiencing actually
indicate a level of physical preparedness for the
task in hand and a readiness to physically perform
optimally. Initially, the application of these skills
can be challenging, and it is advised that athletes
progress through the stages with a high degree
of conscious thought and reliance on a suitably
trained sport psychologist. Tapes, diaries, and
scripts are often used to assist and educate the per-
former during this process to help create individu-
alized restructuring programs. However, as athletes
practice the skill and engage in ongoing dialog
with the consultant, the application of the skill
becomes a more automatic process. The following
quote taken from an Olympic field hockey player
provides a contextualized example of the restruc-
turing and rationalization approach in action once
the athlete has gained autonomy of the skill:

Nerves, anxiety and worry I can now actually
turn them into a positive. If I am nervous and
anxious I actually become more focused and
it gives me a motivation to do it. It becomes
a way of helping me, if I am anxious I feel
focused and if I'm focused the nerves are
helping me. So I think it is important for me
to feel nervous and anxious, I can now turn
it into giving me focus and it helps tell me
there is a point behind why I am doing it
(competing) and why I am feeling this way.

In an attempt to protect athletes from negative anx-
iety interpretations, goal setting and imagery skills
can be used as confidence management strategies



to help develop positive anxiety interpretations.
Dealing with goal setting first, the notion of con-
trol as outlined earlier in this section becomes
important. Specifically, in sport psychology, there
are three main goal types: outcome, performance,
and process goals. Outcome goals are based upon
competitive outcomes (e.g., match result or posi-
tion in a race) and typically involve some level
of social comparison (i.e., the outcome is directly
influenced by the performance of one’s oppo-
nents). Performance goals are usually numerical and
specify some form of absolute or self-referenced
value (e.g., a split time in a 400-m race or a per-
centage successful pass completion rate in a team
invasion game). Process goals focus on the dem-
onstration of a certain behavior, skill, or strategy
that relates to the sport task (e.g., maintaining a
full follow through on a smash in badminton).
Athletes maintain a greater degree of control
over process and performance goals than out-
come goals. The implication for this in relation
to achieving a positive interpretation of anxiety
is that when athletes maintain greater levels of
control over a situation, they are more likely to
interpret their anxiety symptoms as positive toward
performance. Therefore, sport psychology consult-
ants working toward positive anxiety interpreta-
tions should consider setting performance and
process goal types as a protection mechanism.
However, caution is advised here in relation to the
idea that setting outcome goals is always a detri-
mental strategy for elite athletes. Although per-
ceived controllability over outcome goals can be
an issue, and unrealistic outcome goals can actu-
ally create anxiety for performers, the powerful
motivational properties of outcome goals cannot
be ignored. Therefore, athletes should set all the
three types of goals, but place a greater degree of
importance on performance and process goals as
the competitive event becomes more imminent.
Mental imagery is a second psychological skill
that athletes can use as a confidence manage-
ment strategy to protect against negative inter-
pretations of competitive anxiety. The functional
classifications of imagery that have been most
closely associated with attaining positive inter-
pretations include athletes imaging the mastery
of performance-related plans (e.g., tactical plans
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being executed correctly), imaging the mastery of
specific skills related to the athletes’ role in com-
petitive situations (e.g., successful shooting skills
as a goal attack in netball) and imaging success-
fully managing the emotions that accompany
competitive sport (e.g., imaging completion of a
pre-shot routine that enables athletes to control
their emotions and interpret anxiety symptoms
as beneficial). As imagery is a notoriously difficult
skill for athletes to master, sport psychologists usu-
ally work on performers’ imagery skills using non-
threatening scenarios before using imagery as a
skill to restructure anxiety symptoms. The impact
of any imagery intervention is partially dependent
on the quality of the image the athlete can create
with respect to submodalities of information. In
this context, submodalities of information refers
to the visual quality of the image (i.e., color and
real-time movement), the auditory quality of the
image (i.e., realistic crowd and background noise),
kinesthetic properties of the image (i.e., associat-
ing the image with the feeling of real movements),
and the perspectives (i.e., an internal perspective
of viewing the image through one’s own eyes or
an external perspective as if viewing the image
through a camera) from which athletes view the
image. Specifically, the greater the control and
vividness athletes possess over integrating these
submodalities of information into their imagery
drills (i.e., making their images as life-like as pos-
sible), the greater the impact the intervention has
over the intended target. Hence, athletes could be
asked to visualize a visit to shops, where the goals
of the practice session would be to increase the
visual quality of the images with a focus on seeing
the images through an internal perspective with
bright, vivid colors and movement that reflects
the real-time action of the scene.

Once athletes have demonstrated a level of
proficiency with the skill, practitioners target the
imagery intervention toward maintaining confi-
dence and creating a protection mechanism over
negative anxiety interpretations. Initially, the sport
psychologists and athletes produce a series of
imagery scripts and audio tracks for the athletes to
use to hone their imagery skills. For example, if the
crux of the imagery routine that athletes require
is a focus on images depicting mastery of certain
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skills within their sport, the sport psychologists ask
the performers to (a) record the key skills for their
role in their sport, for example, shooting skills as a
goal attack in netball; (b) recount recent good per-
formances of these skills, possibly making use of
video; and (c) include as much information as pos-
sible to recreate a vivid image. The sport psycholo-
gists and athletes use this information to develop
a series of imagery routines the athletes can use
to create images depicting mastery of skills. The
input of athletes into this process and the use of
their knowledge base of the sport is a critical factor
in creating tangible individualized imagery rou-
tines that have relevance to the performers. Scripts
and recordings and one-to-one work with a sport
psychologist underpins this work until the athletes
become proficient at creating these images with-
out the need for such tools. Sport psychologists
use diary methods, checklists, and validated meas-
ures of imagery ability to consistently evaluate the
athletes’ progression with the learning of the skill.
Once proficient at recreating sporting images in
non-threatening situations away from the com-
petitive arena, the athletes integrate the use of the
skill into progressively increasing stressful environ-
ments within their sport (i.e., training, practice
matches, main events) to gain full control over the
skill in intense pressurized competitive settings.

CASE STUDIES

Two case studies are presented to demonstrate approaches

to treating competitive anxiety symptoms that athletes can
experience. The reason for outlining two case studies is that
although the restructuring approach provides a contemporary
and complete treatment program for athletes, there are situations
where the reduction approach is highly applicable. The decision
of whether the sport psychologist uses the reduction approach
or the restructuring approach should be based specifically on the
activation levels required for optimal performance in the sport
and the individual characteristics of the athlete. The two case
studies presented here illustrate this point by featuring scenarios
that feature Jon, an athlete in the sport of Olympic target rifle
shooting, and Pete, an athlete in the sport of Olympic swimming.

CASE STUDY 1: JON

The athlete
Jon is a 34-year-old target rifle shooter who has been
competing in his event for 10 years at a high standard.

A summary of the psychological skills presented
under the umbrella of the restructuring approach is
one that advocates combining various techniques
into an integrated framework. Creating indi-
vidualized psychological skills programs that are
designed to meet the specific needs of the athlete is
recommended. The important distinctions of these
programs over those that attempt to solely manage
the level of anxiety is the creation of an appraisal
process whereby athletes gain control over them-
selves, the situation, and the anxiety symptoms
that they experience in stressful environments.
This approach also enables sport psychologists to
take into account the specific activation demands
of the tasks and events in which performers com-
pete. A final caveat to the restructuring approach
is that, to date, research has indicated that it is the
more elite performers who may gain the most out
of such an approach, whereas for lower level ath-
letes, programs based on relaxation may be more
suitable in the first instance. It appears, therefore,
that the more advanced psychological skills used
within the restructuring approach are more suited
to elite level performers. Whichever approach is
used, a suitably trained sport psychologist should
design and deliver the content of the program,
at least until athletes become proficient with the
skills they are developing.

Reason for consultancy

As a target rifle shooter, Jon had indicated to his coach and the
sport psychologist for the team that he was having problems
dealing with negative and distracting thoughts when preparing
to shoot, and that he was experiencing high levels of physical
tension in the shooting arm and shoulder prior to execution. He
indicated to the consultant that he was feeling anxious prior to
his events, that his performances were below par, and that he
did not remember thinking or feeling this way when performing
at his best.

Background

Following this discussion between Jon, the coach, and the

sport psychologist, a consensus was reached that Jon would
spend some time working with the sport psychologist to resolve
the issue. In response to his concerns, the sport psychologist
asked Jon to complete a series of validated questionnaires
assessing his levels of anxiety and asked Jon to keep a diary of
his thoughts and feelings prior to several important competitions.
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Jon also sat down with the sport psychologist and discussed
these issues in a one-to-one consultation. After triangulating
this information, the sport psychologist established that Jon had
high levels of both mental and physical anxieties both prior to
performance and between shots on the rifle range.

Professional assessment

Given that the appropriate activation state that demonstrates a
readiness to perform in target rifle shooting requires low levels
of both mental and physical symptoms, the sport psychologist
advocated an intervention program that followed the reduction
approach to the treatment of competitive anxiety symptoms. As
Jon indicated that his level of negative thoughts (i.e., cognitive
anxiety) and negative feelings (i.e., somatic anxiety) were
impairing his performance, and the evaluation indicated

that both of these responses were high, the intervention
targeted the reduction of both mental and physical anxiety
symptoms.

Intervention

Jon was provided with an intervention program based on both
mental and physical skills designed to reduce the levels of
symptoms he experienced. As such, he was provided with a
progressive muscle relaxation program to treat his physical
anxieties, and was given a transcendental meditation program
to help combat his mental anxieties. As Jon had indicated

his symptoms were distracting him both prior to and during
performance (i.e., between shots), both programs were designed
as full progressive techniques in order for Jon to be able to use
them before competing and between shots on the rifle range.

Outcome

Following the successful learning and application of the
physical and mental relaxation programs prescribed by the
sport psychologist (a process that spanned approximately

14 weeks), Jon indicated that he was able to effectively control
his physical symptoms during competitive shooting performance.
However, although the transcendental meditation program was
having some success at reducing his mental anxieties, Jon
still felt that this was a slight distraction to him. Following this
concern, the sport psychologist advocated the use of a
calming imagery technique. Following a further 5 weeks of
training and learning this additional skill, Jon indicated he felt
comfortable and able to regulate the levels of mental anxiety
he experienced before and during shooting performance.

CASE STUDY 2: PETE

The athlete

Pete is a 27-year-old competitive 50 m freestyle swimmer. He
has competed in his event for 9 years at the elite level and
represented his country at one Olympic Games and one World
Championship. Although he recently achieved the qualification
time for the Olympic Games at his national trials, his time and
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performance in this race did not satisfy his, or his coaches’,
expectations.

Reason for consultancy

As a competitive 50m freestyle swimmer, Pete had indicated

to his national team’s sport psychologist that prior to the recent
Olympic trials and, indeed, during the warm up events to the
trials, he was having problems dealing with distracting negative
thoughts and high levels of muscle tension when in the waiting
room preparing to race. Pete suggested that he was conscious of
these mental and physical symptoms prior to the race and he felt
they were having a negative impact on his pre-race preparation.
He indicated that although he had experienced such symptoms
all the way throughout his career, it was only recently that he felt
unable to control their impact on him and how they were likely to
affect his performance.

Professional assessment

Following this discussion, the sport psychologist and Pete
agreed that they should put in place a program of work to
alleviate the concerns Pete had expressed. Therefore, the

sport psychologist asked Pete to complete a series of validated
questionnaires assessing his pre-race anxiety levels and whether
he viewed experiencing these symptoms as positive or negative
toward his impending performance. The sport psychologist
included information pertaining to how Pete was interpreting his
anxiety-related symptoms due to the fact he had talked about a
lack of control over how he thought the anxiety symptoms were
likely to affect his future performance. The sport psychologist
also consulted with Pete using an individual one-to-one approach
to gain an understanding of his anxiety responses. Following
this, the sport psychologist established that Pete’s levels of pre-
event anxiety were high and that he interpreted these symptoms
as having a detrimental effect on his performance. Given that
50m freestyle is an explosive event that requires a high degree
of power as well as controlled aggression, the appropriate
activation state for Pete that demonstrates a readiness to
perform is one where he experiences a relatively high level of
controlled physical and mental symptoms. In this instance, the
sport psychologist advocated a treatment program that adhered
to the principles of the restructuring approach. Prescribing
techniques that only reduced Pete’s symptoms could have had a
detrimental effect on his performance, as he could have become
too mentally and physically relaxed for the activation demands
of this event, which, at Olympic level, typically lasts between

22 and 23s.

Intervention program

Pete was provided with an intervention program based on
restructuring the interpretation (negative to positive) of both

his mental and physical anxieties. The main message of this
program was to restructure Pete’s anxiety interpretations to
one where he viewed his mental symptoms as indicators of the
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importance of the event and his physical ones as indicators of
his physical readiness to perform. The sport psychologist also
provided some confidence maintenance techniques (i.e., goal
setting and mental imagery) designed to help protect against
potential negative interpretations of anxiety-related symptoms
and any subsequent detrimental performance effects from the
anxiety symptoms Pete experienced. As such, over time, Pete
was tracked through the restructuring program outlined in this
chapter. This process educated Pete to view his symptoms as a
positive consequence for performance, removing the negative
effects of anxiety on his race preparation.
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