Getting Psyched: 

An Athlete’s Brain May Be His 
Most Important Attribute!!
By: Ben Yagoda

According to legend, Percy Haughton, the coach of the Harvard eleven from 1908 to 1916, once tried to get his men up for the Yale game by strangling a bulldog in the locker room. The tale is probably apocryphal, but it may as well be true—it undeniably typifies what has always been the prevailing wisdom about athletic inspiration. Knute Rockne invoked the Gipper; the sprinter’s uncle in the film Gallipoli made his nephew recite a fevered speech about a leopard before he would let him run; Leo Durocher (predating Billy Martin) incited hysteria by example; and they all worked on the theory that the closer an athlete is to frenzy, the better he will perform. They were also all wrong. 

In athletics, emotional agitation has limited usefulness at best—

a fact Rockne himself came to realize. In 

a letter qualifying his reputed psychological treatment of the Fighting Irish, 

he wrote: “I do not make any effort to key them up, except on rare, 

exceptional conditions...I try to make our 

boys take the game less seriously than, I presume, some others do.”

     Rockne discovered that breaking out in a cold sweat and throwing up in the locker room not only are no fun but can also be counterproductive. What he probably didn't know is that an exaggerated sense of a particular match's importance leads to a specific physical reaction called the fight-or-flight syndrome, so named because fighting and running away are the two activities it prepares us for. When the body senses danger—or when, in a stressful situation like third-and-ten, it is fooled into thinking danger is present—the pituitary gland releases a hormone called ACTH. This in turn causes the adrenal gland to release a number of hormones that give the body the temporary strength to perform unaccustomed feats (the favorite example being lifting an automobile to save your child's life).

     This capacity can admittedly be helpful when a onetime, king-sized effort is called for—in lifting weights, say, or running the hundred-yard dash. But while this may explain why rah-rah is still dogma in the coaching fraternity, for the vast majority of athletic endeavors calm is significantly more effective.

For one thing, superhuman strength is unsuitable to sports in which accuracy, finesse, and ‘touch’ are at a premium. For another, the fight-or-flight syndrome brings on a host of decidedly maladaptive (for sports) side effects; the bronchial tubes tighten 

(hence the term ‘choking’); the digestive system shuts 

down (part of the streamlining of bodily functions preparatory to combat), often inducing nausea; the blood vessels near the skin surface partially close down, causing a clammy feeling; the muscles tense, sometimes bringing on blurred vision, disrupted coordination, and fatigue.  As if all this weren’t enough, agitation distracts the athlete from the mental tasks at hand-concentration and strategy.
     In one of the more creative research studies that have supported these conclusions, subjects were placed in a cabin with four doors, three of which were locked, and told to escape. They found the unlocked door with relative ease and left quickly. But when urgency was communicated to the subjects by actually shooting nails at them or by shocking them lightly through the floor, their responses became markedly less rational and their exit less efficient.  Another  researcher charted free-throw-shooting percentages at various stages of basketball games throughout a collegiate conference season; he found that players shot almost 20 percent better when the pressure was off (but not too far off, as when the game seemed out of reach) and consistently better when winning than when losing. Such findings led psychologists to the formulation of the Yerkes-Dodson Law which says, essentially, that although simple tasks are more easily performed when one’s drive is high, complex tasks are managed more easily when it’s low.

     The conclusion one draws from this is that athletes should reduce their drive. But how? Certainly not by telling themselves to relax; as anyone who has tried it knows, this is likely to make one more anxious instead.

     Fortunately, there are at least two proven, medically accepted ways to calm down. One, outlined by Harvard physician Herbert Benson in The Relaxation Response, bears more than a passing resemblance to Transcendental Meditation: the tense individual sits in a quiet room, comfortable place, repeating a word for twenty minutes or so while doing his best not to think. For reasons that are still unclear, such behavior leads to a decrease in the metabolic rate, which works as a kind of counter to fight-or-flight stress.

     Rather more favored by sports psychologists is the approach of Dr. Edmund Jacobsen,

a Chicago physiologist who has devoted his life to the study of relaxation.  Jacobsen found that if a muscle is tensed for a half minute or so, it cannot help relaxing when the tension is released. “In his progressive relaxation” program, he had patients alternately flex and make limp their muscles. At the end of each daily session, they were completely calm. Eventually they could drop this procedure and merely give the command to relax; every muscle would obey, as would the mind.
Such revisions of 

traditional ideas about 

emotional preparation is only 

one element of current thinking about the mental side of sports. 

Another, equally important,

 involves concentration. Of course, “concentrate” is a venerable command, 

as well-worn as keep “your eye on the ball.” But current 

research and theory are 

giving it new meaning.
     Consider: After watching five hours of Wimbledon, have you ever had the feeling that your own tennis game has improved by osmosis? The news is that it was no illusion. Sports psychologists are now pointing out that while physical practice is undeniably important, it has been over emphasized at the expense of mental practice. Watching a match, reliving past performances, imagining future ones, even looking hard at a ball—all, it turns out, can be as beneficial as hitting forehands against a backboard for half an hour.
     One of the leaders in the field of concentration research is Dr. Richard M. Suinn, head of the psychology department at Colorado State and psychologist for three 1976 United States 

Winter Olympic teams. In the training technique he has developed— "visuo-motor behavior rehearsal," or VMBR—an instructor first relaxes an athlete, then instructs him to close his eyes and think about playing his sport. Depending on the subject's needs, Suinn asks him to focus on a failure (in order to tack on a new, successful ending—in Suinn's words, “to spin it”), on a triumph (in order to make it repeatable), or merely on form (in order to help establish a deep behavioral groove in the athlete's psyche).

    “What visualization does,” Suinn says, “is program the muscles.” Every time you do it, you're setting up a kind of computer program. When you get to the competition, all you have to do is press the start button and your body takes over—you're along for the ride.
    Suinn has made a routine of the procedure, but many athletes have told of developing such techniques on their own. Jack Nicklaus once wrote:

“I never hit a shot, even in practice, without having a very sharp, in-focus picture of it in my head. It’s like a color movie. First I ‘see’ the ball where I want it to finish.  Then the scene quickly changes and I ‘see’ the ball going there....Then there's a sort of a fade-out, and the next scene shows me making the kind of swing that will 

turn the previous images into reality.”
     In addition to concluding with something very much like Suinn’s mental rehearsal, Nicklaus’ ‘movies’ incorporate what Timothy Gallwey calls programming for results—imagining, over and over again, the ball taking the path you want it to take. Another helpful technique—which Gallwey calls programming and some psychologists call imaging—is running through a conventional practice (swinging the racket, shooting the ball) with your eyes closed, thus focusing and enhancing your concentration.

     Of course any field that endorses meditation as an accepted warm-up procedure, treats concentration like the Holy Grail, and in general views the impalpable as essential is bound to attract some people who are interested in more than the nuts and bolts of practical sports training. And so there are those who have considered sports in the light of ethics, psychotherapy-even metaphysics. The most notable adherents of what George Leonard calls the jock-mystique approach are Leonard himself (in The Ultimate Athlete), Gallwey (in The Inner Game of Tennis and Inner Skiing), and Michael Murphy (in Golf in the Kingdom). All are associated with or have taught at the Esalen Institute, that Bay Area center of the New Consciousness, and all exalt the transcendental qualities of sports.

     To be sure, some of their precepts are grounded in very good sense. Taking as his text Zen in the Art of Archery, which holds in part that the very best marksmen are those who do not aim at the target, Gallwey sensibly asks us not to try so hard to do what we’ve been told is the right thing.  He’s got a point: having to remember a catechism like “bent knees, body turned, racket back, follow through,” and so on is to be in a kind of prison. Equally harmful is judging ourselves. “The trick,” writes Gallwey, “is not to identify with your backhand....You are not your tennis game. You are not your body.”

 To avoid the emotional ‘attachment’ that is at the root of athletic 

anxiety, Gallwey recommends 

that the tennis player, for instance,

 focus all his attention 

on the ball:
not just keeping his eye on it, but watching the patterns of the seams, even listening to the sounds the ball makes as it flies through the air.

 He also suggests concentrating on one's breathing between points. 

In all, the object is to make the mind 

“as still as a glass lake.”
     And yet, while these ideas seem sensible, others appear to be of more dubious value. I'm skeptical, for example, about the idea Leonard and Murphy hold with peculiar conceptions of “energy”: how it flows, in mysterious ways, over, under, around, and through us. Were it not so appealingly odd a book, one would find it easy to get annoyed with Murphy’s Golf /In the Kingdom, an account of the author’s encounter with a supposedly real-life Scottish golf pro named Shivas Irons. Shivas—who is made to say things like “Why don’t ye gowiyer pretty swing? Let the nothingness into yer shots” —has some strange ideas about golf and life. Murphy quotes from his ‘notebooks’:

     Driving downwind, follow the shot to driving directly into the 

wind, become the calm solid center. ... Walking downhill, become 

weightless. Walking uphill, slowly become your strength.

 Imagine the golf ball as a hole In space.

Well, na. Still, some of these ideas may not be quite as farfetched as they sound. Shortly after Murphy’s book was published, he was contacted by San Francisco 49er quarterback John Brodie, who reported going through similarly mystical experiences on the football field. “At times, and with increasing frequency now,” he told Murphy, “I experience a kind of clarity that I’ve never seen adequately described. Sometimes, for example, I have all the time in the world to watch the receivers run their patterns, and yet I know the defensive line is coming at me just as fast as ever...The whole thing seems like a dance in slow motion.”

     Who knows? What seems outlandish now may in a few years be accepted even by the most conservative observers, the way imaging and mental rehearsal are today. In one of the more unlikely passages in the Inner Game of Tennis, Gallwey tells his readers to ‘learn to love’ the tennis ball. “Allow yourself to know the ball both intellectually and through your senses,” he says. “Make friends; do anything to start a relationship with it.” (A comparison to competitive swimming would be for the swimmer to learn to love the water or the pool and its surroundings etc.)
      That was written in 1974.  Two years later, Mark Fidrych, whose conversations with a hard ball were like those between good friends, came out of no where to become, for a time, the best pitcher in the American League.

