Psyching Up, Not Out;
Fear of failure makes athletes worse

By: Dr. Henry Littlefield
Rumor has it that the great 1972 Olympic Team, coached by Bill Farrell of the New York Athletic Club, had personality inventories taken so that coaching advice could be given in the right way. The professional talking doctors supposedly sent Farrell the word that as a group he had the most uncoachable collection of athletes they had ever tested. Question was - and still is - how do you work with such diverse personalities as Dan Gable, or Chris Taylor? And if they were so uncoachable, how come they won so often?


University of Massachusetts Professor Walter Kroll, at a symposium a few years ago in Philadelphia, said there weren’t any distinguishable personality similarities among champions. There weren't even testable personality differences between good and bad wrestlers! All kinds of people make great athletes - or poor ones.


Well then, the new field of sport Psychology really can’t tell us a whole lot about wrestling, can it? Not so, but read a little further and make up your own mind. While our personalities may be very different, our athletic behavior seems to obey certain rules.
"Fear of failure makes athletes worse."

Let’s talk about motivation first. You know, the ‘I want to’ feeling. In our society we compete for two big reasons: to do well and to avoid failure. Did you know that ‘fear of failure’ makes athletes worse? Wrestlers are two to four times more prone to mental stress than athletes in other sports. That makes ‘fear of failure’ even more damaging for wrestlers. The best thing for them, according to the professors, is large doses of positive objectives and a big emphasis on the need to do well. As an athlete, say the psychologists, give yourself things to accomplish. For example, plan shooting particular takedowns, working on setup variations, going through move progressions. Picture successful sequences - learn to squeeze adrenaline with anticipation rather than fear - just before matches. 


Approach and avoidance behavior is very obvious in stress-prone sports like ours. Ever notice how kids and novices are up for matches way too early, but less and less so as the match gets closer? Experienced athletes in all sports have their highest avoidance feelings days before major competition. They usually don't practice too well for that reason (the inexperienced competitors do!). But, as the big tournament closes in, the experienced athlete slides into the approach phase. 


Think about it. Do you remember when you went from novice to old hand? I’ll bet it’s when you somehow got into psyching up just before, not days before, your key matches.

"Stress comments harm 

performance."

Let’s go on to good old ‘Psyching Up.’ Did you know that coaches’ stress comments can really harm athletic performances? What is a stress comment? I saw a coach go up to a kid here in California last February, right after he’d won  his semifinal match in a big tournament. The coach said, “Damn, that was the worst match you ever wrestled. Do that tonight and you’ll get killed in front of all these people.” And it happened just as the coach had predicted. 
Such comments are usually 

self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Predict failure and get failure.


 Stress comments trade on the fear of failure at the expense of the need to do well. It's good for coaches - they get rid of anxiety that way - but it is death on athletes.

Most of us know why coaches use stress comments. They think their great athletes will benefit from them. Sports Psychologists have found out the truth, though. Hang on and listen to this: The great athletes don't hear stress comments! They literally ignore them. Know who listens to them? Right. The mediocre kid, the novice who is trying to learn the ropes. No wonder it's so tough for some coaches keeping kids interested.....and some of us parents could learn from this too.


Ego and masculine adequacy are all wrapped up in wrestling - like no other sport. You don't need to add to the stress of wrestling, it has more than enough all by itself. As an athlete don't get hung up on the negativity of stress comments directed at yourself. If  you coach, go find a hill somewhere and shout at the sky, and leave your athletes alone if all you can add is more stress. Ease up, be positive with them, and laugh a little. Europeans use relaxation to prepare for high stress sports.

“Watch out for guilt.”

Finally, think about aggression. It's the attitude base for a sport like wrestling. The Psychiatric definition for it is “The intent to do harm.” If you push Reactive Aggression, which is based on anger and hate, you’ll have guilt as a by-product. Forgot that - didn't you? Our culture is judeo-Christian. Playing to anger, hate and harming opponents you may get a win as a coach or competitor, but psychologists have found a real deterioration in subsequent performances. After excesses of competitive anger and hate, guilt takes  over. And even the self-denial included in losing weight only partially relieves such anxiety.


What's left? Something the professors call Instrumental Aggression. It takes us full circle back to the beginning of this article. Give athletes a goal, with winning as an end result of a series of objectives, and you get a cool, competitive athlete able to concentrate on what  he - or she - is doing. No guilt there, just a good feeling. Maybe even more than a little love of sport, of opponent and - could be, you know-even of the coach. 


The message from sports Psychologists on wrestling? It's pretty Biblical. Forget anger, revenge and blaming people. Your opponent gives you the chance to use your talents, and in the words of the Master, “Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and Glorify God.”
